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Abstract

This study presents an original instrument for evaluating reading comprehension, used in the
Diagnostic Test of Communication Skills that was applied to students who entered a Chilean university,
in the period 2017-2020, in order to determine their level of reading comprehension, applied to academic
texts, at the time of beginning their higher education. This diagnostic test was developed according to a
model that distinguishes three major reading skills, broken down into more specific learning outcomes,
ranging from locating literal information to evaluating form and textual content. The results show that
an important group of the evaluated youth does not have a satisfactory level of academic reading
and presents difficulties in answering items that evaluated higher level implicit reading tasks, such as
paragraph relationships, inferences, and interpretation of communicative purposes. It is concluded that
measures are needed to encourage academic reading in students entering higher education, especially
the extraction of non-explicit information through comprehensive reading, since this skill is directly linked
to the learning and the acquisition of disciplinary discursive traditions

Keywords: Academic literacy; reading comprehension; academic reading; communication skills;
graduate students; Higher Education

Resumen

Se presenta un instrumento original de evaluacion de la comprension lectora, utilizado en la Prueba
de Diagnéstico de Habilidades Comunicativas que se aplicé a los estudiantes que ingresaron a una
universidad chilena, en el periodo 2017-2020, con el fin de determinar su nivel de comprension lectora,
aplicada a textos académicos, al momento de comenzar los estudios superiores. Esta prueba de
diagnostico se elaboré de acuerdo con un modelo que distingue tres grandes habilidades de lectura,
desglosadas en resultados de aprendizaje mas especificos, que abarcan desde la localizacion de
informacion literal hasta evaluacién de forma y contenido textual. Los resultados muestran que un grupo
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importante de los jovenes evaluados no tiene un nivel satisfactorio de lectura académica y presenta
dificultades para responder items que evaluaban tareas de lectura implicita de nivel superior, como
relaciones entre parrafos, inferencias e interpretacion de propdésitos comunicativos. Se concluye que son
necesarias medidas que fomenten la lectura académica de los estudiantes que ingresan a la educacion
superior, especialmente la extraccion de informacidén no explicita a través de la lectura comprensiva,
pues esta habilidad esta directamente vinculada al aprendizaje y a la adquisicion de las tradiciones
discursivas disciplinares.

Palabras clave: Alfabetizacién académica; comprension lectora; lectura académica; habilidades
comunicativas; estudiantes universitarios; Educacién Superior

Introduction

Entering higher education presents, as the main challenge, the study of subjects and content
specific to the chosen degree, for which students must mobilise a series of learning strategies,
as they face greater cognitive demand than in secondary education. However, this challenge is
not the only one from an academic point of view: an important secondary demand is constituted
by the need to learn to read, write and express oneself orally in an academic context, within
a specific disciplinary field, given that the student becomes part of a specialised discourse
community (Swales, 1990; Hyland, 2009), which shares a defined communicative style and has
traditional ways of communicating (Braslavsky, 2005), more complex discursively and different
from the colloquial register used daily.

For much of the 19th and 20th centuries, it was assumed that this enculturation process
developed spontaneously in the learner, who, by his or her means, had to learn to process
the information in written texts and to incorporate into his or her expression an appropriate
register that would enable him or her to perform well academically. At the end of the 20th
century, this approach changed and was replaced by the notion of “academic literacy” (Estienne
& Carlino, 2004; Lea & Street, 1998; Carlino, 2013), which implies the approach of a conscious
and intentional teaching-learning process of the discursive traditions that students must know
and manage for successful development in the academic and professional world.

Considering the above, and following Carlino's (2005) approach, academic literacy is
understood as "the set of notions and strategies necessary to participate in the discursive culture
of the disciplines, as well as in the activities of production and analysis of texts required for
learning at university" (p. 410). In other words, it is the process by which the communicative
codes and linguistic-discursive uses of each discipline are transmitted to students so that
they become literate, that is to say, competent within the academic community linked to their
discipline (Castelld, 2014).

The concept of academic literacy addressed in this article is defined based on five criteria: a)
it is conceived as a set of social practices that takes place in literacy events, which are strongly
influenced by the communicative context (those who communicate, how and what for). This
position takes up the approaches of the New Literacy Studies (NEL), some of whose key works
are from the 1990s (Street, 1984; Gee, 1991; Lea & Street, 1998; Barton & Hamilton, 1998);
b) it is distinguished from a very close term -literacy-, as this "implies a way of using reading
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and writing in the framework of a specific social purpose" (Zavala, 2008, p. 71), thus, academic
literacy is an acquired ability, which enables dialogue and interaction with experts in a discipline
(Fang, 2012) and does not refer to the process of developing it in educational contexts; c) it
implies the implementation of educational practices, executed by higher education institutions,
as literacy is necessarily a formal instruction that "can be defined as the responsibility of teachers
who are experts in a discipline to share with their students the ways of reading, writing, speaking,
listening, researching and thinking of the members of that disciplinary community" (Montes &
Lépez, 2017, p. 166); d) it is focused on the academic literacy of the students, and it is not the
process of developing it in educational contexts (Montes & Lépez, 2017, p. 166); d) it focuses
on a type of discourse - academic discourse - which is materialised both orally and in writing,
and has distinctive features, such as complex syntactic structures, connectors infrequent in
colloquial speech, discursive genres that privilege the transmission and reworking of knowledge,
marks of epistemic positioning of the sender and lexical density (Uccelli & Meneses, 2015); and,
finally, e) places the written text in a prominent place, particularly those that have an expository
and/or argumentative communicative purpose; from which derives the strong epistemic value
of the processes of comprehension and production of written texts.

The development of numerous studies on the subject shows the growing interest in seeking
and sharing experiences on what deficiencies students show in their learning of academic
reading and writing, what text sequences are managed in a better or worse manner and what
teaching-learning strategies are useful, among other topics. In this panorama, writing seems
to be a particularly attractive object for specialised publications, to the detriment of academic
reading, which seems to be contained in the process of written production, like a stage that
provides information and thus makes it possible to produce a good text.

In this study, research is carried out on academic reading, as it is considered to play an
important role in the acquisition of knowledge and discursive models, given that it allows
students to incorporate the way of communicating content and expressing themselves in
academic language, typical of the university world. The proper development of academic
reading has as its main effect an effective reading comprehension capacity, which must be
carried out in a directed and permanent way, and not only as a function of the need to write.
This statement becomes even more relevant when we see that many research studies carried
out to assess reading comprehension skills in university students highlight the shortcomings
detected, for example, in terms of the lack of application of comprehension strategies (Neira et
al., 2015), lack of knowledge of the textual structure and discursive conventions of academic
genres (Sologuren & Castillo, 2020) or difficulties in generating inferences from the textual
surface (Guerra & Guevara, 2017).

The purpose of this article is to present an investigation into the academic reading skills
of young people who entered a higher education institution -a private Chilean university-, an
investigation that included the design, development and application of a diagnostic assessment
model of academic language, considering a target population of university students belonging
to four different cohorts and who, according to their socio-demographic characteristics, present
difficulties for the development of academic and discursive competences typical of the tertiary
level, such as working and studying, entering university several years after graduating from
secondary education, as well as being older than the average age of a first-year student
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(Borddn et al., 2015). This background accentuates the importance of reading in academia,
since, as Pérez and Natale (2016) point out, the development of academic literacy is a factor
that collaborates with social inclusion in higher education, given that students from more
disadvantaged classes often arrive less prepared than those from more affluent classes.

The guiding questions of the study are: does the assessment model fulfil the purpose of
diagnosing initial academic reading skills? Do the young people assessed have a satisfactory
level of comprehension of academic texts? Which reading levels are better developed? Which
specific reading tasks are lowered and therefore require special instruction?

Reading: a cognitive and social process leading to learning

Reading is a patrticularly important skill in today's world. It enables citizens to function in
society, to access content conveyed in written texts, for leisure and learning. Successful reading
involves several factors: motivation (Munoz et al., 2016), command of the lexicon used in the text
(Perfetti & Hart, 2002), prior knowledge of the conceptual world represented (Kintsch, 1998), of
the discursive genre (Bhatia, 2004) and textual structures (Pérez et al., 2016). All these factors
are gradually incorporated in the reading subject, initially, thanks to the formal teaching provided
at school, although their development continues throughout adulthood.

Academic reading is, therefore, one type of reading within a range of possibilities. Its main
characteristic is that it is linked to academia, understood as the spaces where knowledge is
disseminated, discussed and expanded, and where there are traditions, according to each
discipline, which involve ways of discursively executing rhetorical operations and the exposition
of information. From the students' point of view, entering higher education involves progressively
assimilating and becoming assimilated to the discursive culture of the disciplines taught in
their degree, so that they can understand (and then incorporate into their written production)
rhetorical moves and textual patterns typical of scientific writing (Sabaj, 2012; Venegas et al.,
2016), such as: alluding to previous research (by direct or indirect quotation), defining important
concepts, including tables and/or graphs to show research results and explaining a theoretical
and/or methodological gap.

Faced with this challenge of complex reading, the development of reading strategies becomes
necessary to achieve meaningful learning (Escoriza, 2003; McNamara 2010), given that there
is a strong implication between academic reading and learning, not only because reading
is learning, but also because the discursive conventions of the discipline being studied are
acquired, which should subsequently be reflected in a discursive and pragmatically appropriate
expression.

From a cognitive point of view, Kintsch's (1998) model of construction and integration has
been taken as the theoretical model of reference in this research, due to its acceptance in
reading comprehension studies and the soundness of its proposal. According to this model,
which takes up what was previously proposed by Van Dijk and Kintsch (1983), three levels of
representation, elaborated by the reading subject, can be distinguished, namely: i) the surface
code consists of the identification of words, phrases and sentences; ii) the text base, which is
the semantic micro and macrostructure of the text, propositions obtained by abstraction from the
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textual surface; and, iii) the situation model, which is a mental representation of the text content,
involving an updating of this content to the real world (Tijero, 2009) and which is obtained by
integrating the text information with the reader's prior knowledge and reading objectives.

Assessment of academic reading

When considering the importance of academic reading in the field of university education,
the need for adequate teaching arises. In this sense, a diagnostic assessment instrument is a
good contribution, since it provides educational actors with a look at the initial state of students'
reading skills. According to several studies on the subject (Solé, 2012; Neira et al., 2015;
Coronado, 2017; Felipe & Villanueva, 2018; Cabrera & Caruman, 2020), there are deficiencies
in the reading comprehension of students graduating from secondary education and those
entering tertiary education, especially in the reading of expository and argumentative texts
(Meyer & Ray, 2011), taking into acocount that in these types of texts the referential function
prevails and they differ from the narration, which is a familiar and more easily comprehensible
sequence. These reading deficiencies, if not improved, will have a negative impact on student
learning, as academic success will be achieved to the extent that each subject can make up
for them.

Concerning the diagnostic evaluation instrument, a specific objective of the research was to
create a test, which would allow the student's reality to be analysed in a situated manner. The
development of the test took into account the following background:

a)Given that the construct (comprehensive reading skills) is well defined and has been
the subject of previous assessments, a review was made of the assessment frameworks
of other instruments already validated, such as the PISA test (OECD, 2017); the ENLACE
Media Superior test (Reyes et al., 2009) and the PIRLS test (Mullis &Martin, 2013).
b)Elements of the Chilean school curriculum for the subject of Language and Literature
(Mineduc, 2009, 2015) were also considered, namely: i) the distinction between literary
and non-literary texts and the identification of the communicative purposes of each
type of text; ii) the presence of other semiotic codes besides the linguistic one, which
transforms them into multimodal texts (O'Halloran, 2012); and iii) the learning objectives
to be achieved through the Language and Literature curriculum.

c)We worked with fragments of real texts, drawn from typically academic discursive
genres, such as academic papers, educational websites, textbooks and study texts.
d)The requirement for the stimulus texts selected was that they should be suitable for
secondary school leavers, meaning that they should not involve too much-specialised
knowledge.

The instructions instructed the student first to read these texts comprehensively and then to
answer the items based on the literal content and the information that can be extracted from
the textual surface. That is to say., the comprehension tasks involved obtaining information and
performing implicit reading tasks such as making inferences, interpretations and evaluations of
the content read (content and form).
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To better specify the reading tasks requested of the students, the specifications defined for
the reading comprehension axis are presented in table 1.

Table 1.
Reading comprehension axis specifications

Items

Communicative skills Learning outcomes associated

I. Comprehensively read academic
texts to extract literal information from 1. Obtain information at a literal level. 7
what has been read.

2. Extract the main idea from parts of

. ; the text or the whole text. 4
Il. Comprshensively read academic 3. Relate information from different
texts to make syntheses and ) 4
. . . . paragraphs of the same text.
inferences from literal information. h — -
4. Obtain valid inferences from literal 3
information in a text.
5. Interpret the main and secondary
Ill. Comprehensively read academic  purpose of the issuer of a text. 3
texts to make interpretations and -
evaluations of what has been read. 6. Evaluate and interpret background 4
and textual aspects.
TOTAL 25

Source: Cabrera, M. (2017). Diagnostic evaluation of Communication Skills year 2017.Universidad de las Americas. Work
document.

Methods

Design

The research was non-experimental, ex post facto, descriptive and cross-sectional. The
results obtained in four processes of application of the diagnostic instrument designed to
evaluate the academic reading ability of students entering higher education at a Chilean
university were analysed. In this way, it was possible to determine the level of development
of academic reading. The variable under study is constituted by the communicative ability to
understand written academic texts in students entering university.

Participants

Correspond to new students who took the Communication Skills Test -part of the Diagnostic
Entrance Assessment test battery- during the years 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020; reaching a
figure of 21,465 students (see table 2).
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Table 2.
Coverage of the Communication Skills Test

Students

Year of : Achieving
application tﬁ:;(i:.rl:ta(:(;r Students Percentage
2017. 5,978 5,588 93.4%
2018 6,127 5,461 89.1%
2019 6,426 5,494 85.4%
2020 5,769 4,879 84.5%
Total 25,506 21,465 88.1%

Table 3 presents a characterisation of the sample, based on the following socio-demographic
indicators: number of women, average age, students who work and those who are the first
generation of their family to access higher education.

Table 3.
Sample distribution
2017. 2018 2019 2020
Women 60% 60% 62% 62%
Average age (years) 24.7 24.7 24.4 24.1
Four.

Those who work 43% Five% 44% 37%
First-generation in college 61% 58% 56% 53%

Variables and instruments

This is a written test, designed to measure students' initial academic literacy level. It is taken
online from any computer at the beginning of the first semester. The time allotted for the test
is ninety minutes.

It consists of forty multiple-choice items, with five options, with one correct answer. It is divided
into two thematic areas: reading comprehension (twenty-five items) and written production
(fifteen items). The latter is less representative because it consists of an indirect measurement
of the process of written production: students do not write texts but must choose one option per
item, which shows an appropriate selection of linguistic elements, intending to produce a text.

This article deals exclusively with the reading comprehension axis.

The instrument was designed taking into account two references: firstly, other assessment
models of similar characteristics; and secondly, the theoretical framework developed previously,
where the purpose of the test was defined, as well as the characteristics of the stimulus texts
and the skills to be measured by the items; information that was systematised through a table
of specifications. In the first version of the instrument, developed in 2016, experts from inside
made a judgement and outside the university and a pilot test was applied. With the data from this
first application, a second version was generated, in which items with poor statistics (difficulty,
omission and discrimination) were eliminated and others were improved. This reformulated
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instrument was again reviewed by experts and implemented the following year (2017). The
described sequence (implementation, statistician analysis, modification/deletion of items from
the previous implementation and expert review of the modified version) was maintained during
the following years, to ensure the validity and reliability of the test.

Regarding the achievement levels, two levels were established, according to the percentage
of correct answers that each student could obtain, as presented in table 4:

Table 4.
Achievement levels based on the number of correct answers obtained

Number of  Percentage of
responses correct
correct answers
obtained obtained

Level Descriptor

Students who are located in this range do not
have competent management of the
communication skills evaluated, that is, they
have insufficient performance in the field of
comprehension and the production of written
academic discourse, attending to the level that
would be expected in a student who enters
higher education.

Students who are located in this range have
adequate management of the communicative
skills evaluated, that is, they demonstrate
sufficient performance in the field of
comprehension and the production of written
academic discourse, attending to the level that
would be expected in a student who enters to
higher education.

Unachieved 0-23 0% - 59.9%

Accomplished 24 - 40 60% - 100%

Procedure

Data collection was carried out using the Moodle platform and Power Bl software, as the
test was administered online. Students were invited by the Direccion General de Asuntos
Académicos (DGAA) to take the Evaluacién Diagndsticas de Ingreso, as part of their process
of incorporation to the university. Once the application stage was completed, the submission
platform allowed the delivery of the results both individually and grouped by degree, faculty and
campus, as well as presenting socio-demographic indicators.

Data analysis

The items in the instrument are closed-response items, so the platform where the instrument
was administered counted the number of correct, incorrect and omitted answers per student.
These primary data allowed us to obtain statistical data by cohort such as Cronbach's alpha
of the instrument, percentage of achievement by axis, skill and learning outcome, as well as
the difficulty and discrimination index of each item (see table 5). Difficulty corresponds to the
number of subjects who get the key right and was broken down into the following ranges: an
index >=0.70 indicates low difficulty (easy item); 0.31 to 0.69, medium difficulty; and <0.30,
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high difficulty. Regarding discrimination, the ranges are>0.40, excellent quality of discrimination;
0.31-0.39, high quality; 0.20-0.30, medium; 0.00-0.19, insufficient; and, < -0.01, lousy. The
last two categories imply discarding the item, as it does not adequately fulfil the purpose of
differentiating good from bad students, according to their responses throughout the instrument
(Diaz & Leyva, 2013).

Table 5.
Stratigraphy of the Communication Skills Test
2017 2018 2019 2020
n % n % n % n %
Easy 9| 22.5% 12 | 30% 8 | twenty% 2.3 575
Difficulty Half 27 | 67.5% 26 | 65% 28 | 70% 16 | 40
Hard 4 1 10% 2| 5% 4| 10% 1125
Ideal twenty | fifty% 12 | 30% 27 | 67.5% twenty | fifty
High 10 | 25% 17 | 42.5% 8 | twenty% fifteen | 37.5
Discrimination  Half 71 17.5% 71 17.5% 3| 7.5% 4110
Insufficient 3| 7.5% 3| 75% 2| 5% 1125
Lousy 0| 0% 1] 25% 0| 0% 0|0

Results

The instrument designed to assess academic reading ability, and applied over four years
to students entering the university, reached a total of 21,465 students, which shows that the
coverage of the application was wide, as more than 80% of new students took it (88.1%, on
average) since the test is applied on a census basis.

According to the socio-demographic characteristics presented (table 3), it can be seen that
the sample is made up of a majority of women, the average age of entry to university is 24
years old, there is an important group of students who also work, and more than half come from
families where the parents have not studied at university.

Concerning the statistics (table 5), there is a tendency over the years for the items to be easier
for the population evaluated. In the case of items of medium difficulty, there is a fluctuation, with
the lowest value in 2020. For difficult items, the tendency is not to exceed 10%. In the case
of discrimination, good data is observed, as the ideal and average classification in all years
remains above 70%. This indicates that the test items allow differentiating students who know
from those who do not.

Regarding reliability, analysed through Cronbach's Alpha coefficient, the figures obtained
show that the instrument is reliable in its evaluative purpose: 0.88 (2017), 0.84 (2018), 0.89
(2019) and 0.85 (2020).

Below are graphs showing the results obtained by each cohort, broken down by each learning
outcome (LO) assessed.
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Figure 1.
Percentage of students at the achieved level

2017 48.8%

60.6%

54.1%

72.9%

Regarding the overall academic reading level, figure 1 shows that, although there is some
disparity in the four groups assessed, a moderate proficiency can be seen, as in two cohorts
(2017 and 2019) about half of the first-year students did not reach the achieved level, which
means that their entry reading skills were deficient to comprehensively address the academic
texts presented. The last group assessed (2020 cohort) shows a higher percentage of students
(72.9%) who do possess basic academic reading skills. A chronological look shows an
improvement over the period considered, even though an important group of young people is
detected who do not have a satisfactory level of academic reading.

The design of the instrument contemplated the assessment of reading comprehension
through the distribution of reading tasks in three different levels, according to Kintsch's (1998)
model of mental representation. Thus, a communicative skill |, defined as "Extracting literal
information from what has been read" is translated into LO 1: "Obtaining information at the literal
level". The corresponding items assessed comprehension of information explicitly stated in the
text, such as cause-effect relationships (e.g., According to the text, which element constitutes an
effect of the application of pesticides on arable soils?), characterisations of places, objects and/
or actors (Which of the following is a characteristic of societies with participatory democracies?),
or events and associated dates (In which period of sleep is there an increase in eye activity?).
Figure 2 shows the achievement of this LO.

Figure 2.
Students at achieved level, learning outcome 1

62%

56%

52%

(1) Obtain information at a literal level
02017 @2018 w2019 =2020
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It is observed that the students have an acceptable level of locating literal information, as
the total of the sample is above 50% achievement, which means that at least half, and in
some cases a little over 60%, of those assessed, answered the associated items correctly, thus
demonstrating that they can account for the information expressed in the textual surface.

Communicative Skill 1l involves the first degree of abstraction, as the learning outcomes
assessed pointed to the reader's ability to derive different implicit content: LO 2 was defined as:
"Extracting the main idea from parts of the text or the whole text" and corresponds to statements
such as The topic of the text/paragraph two is. LO 3 consists of "Relating information from
different paragraphs of the same text", considering that such a relationship is not explicit and
must be detected by the reader, as in the following statement: About the information presented in
paragraph three, what function does paragraph five fulfil?. Finally, LO 4: "Draw valid inferences
from literal information in a text", which asked students to infer information globally (considering
the whole text) or locally (a part of the text, e.g.: From the characteristics of the national
population in the colonial period, what can be inferred about the social classes?)

Figure 3.
Students in achieved level, learning outcomes 2, 3 and 4

63% 61% 62%
56%

48% 571ﬁ°:/f: 49%

(2) Extract the main idea  (3) Relate information (4) Obtain valid inferences
from parts of the text or from different paragraphs from literal information in
the whole text of the same text a text

2017 %2018 =2019 =2020

It can be observed that in number 4 less than half of the sample reaches achievement and
two cohorts have only 30% of their students at the achieved level. This shows that the ability to
infer information is not well established, which is worrying given that making inferences is a trait
of good readers. What is more, establishing a relationship between paragraphs (LO 3) does not
show a good stage of development since here we detect the lowest percentage of achievement
of all (20% in the 2017 cohort). In the rest of the groups, approximately half achieve a good
level of correct answers. Meanwhile, the ability to synthesise information (LO 2) shows higher
results than the two previous ones, from which it can be deduced that the assessed population
has better developed the ability to extract central ideas and/or themes from parts of the text
and the full text.

Figure 4 shows the behaviour of the two learning outcomes of communicative skill lll, which
show a critical reading ability, i.e. interpretative and evaluative.
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Figure 4.
Students at achieved level, learning outcomes 5 and 6

81%
69%
58% 57%

51%
45% 43%

(5) Interpret purposes of the issuer of (6) Evaluate and interpret
a text background and textual aspects

2017 22018 =2019 =2020

LO 5 shows a fairly good command of the ability to interpret the sender's communicative
purposes (primary and secondary), which means that students were able to detect textual marks
indicating the orientation given by the sender to both textual resources and text content. This can
be observed when trying to persuade about the validity of a point of view (What is the sender's
purpose of the text read?). This interpretation is clear from the achievement percentages, close
to 70% of the sample, except for the 2017 cohort, which shows a low mastery of this skill. LO
6 shows lower results than the previous one, as around half of the students did not correctly
answer the items associated with evaluating the substantive aspects (content) of the text and the
form adopted by the text (or parts of it), according to its communicative purpose. The evaluation
of this LO can be seen in statements that ask about the attitudes of the sender, for example, or
the usefulness of textual elements (such as quotations), including in terms of a communicative
purpose (e.g. What textual resource supports the sender's thesis?).

Discussion and conclusions

The research carried out considered, as material for analysis, the results obtained by
four groups of students who entered a private higher education institution, in the Reading
Comprehension axis of the Communication Skills Test applied to first-year students during each
academic year. Given that this test was designed according to an original assessment model,
the first research question asked about the usefulness of this model, based on the analysis
of the results of the applications of the instrument developed. The data corroborated that the
test manages to measure validly and reliably the students' abilities to interact with academic
texts, since the expert validations implied improvements in the selection of fragments and the
formulation of questions and, subsequently, thanks to the applications, it was seen that the
reliability index (Cronbach's alpha) was satisfactory, as well as the difficulty and discrimination
of each of the items.

The contribution of this research is twofold. On the one hand, an unpublished assessment
model is presented, which, according to the data obtained, is defined as a satisfactory proposal
for assessing academic reading; and, on the other hand, the results of its application are
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presented and analysed, to provide evidence of the reading skills applied to academic texts of
students entering a university institution. The instrument developed was based on theoretical
aspects of reading and writing skills at the higher education level, on contributions about
academic literacy and the linguistic-discursive procedures of scientific writing. Its purpose was
to evaluate, in a diagnostic way, the population of new students and thus to be a first step in the
literacy education process that takes place in university education.

The research carried out offers two projections that point in two different directions. One
is related to the evaluative aspect of the experience and consists of the idea of improving
the written production axis - which is currently evaluated with multiple-choice items - through
the incorporation of open-ended questions, which would allow students' textualisation to be
evaluated and which would undoubtedly be a better tool for approaching their academic writing
skills. A second aspect is didactic and can be synthesised in the following question: what didactic
design would be effective in producing a significant improvement in the reading comprehension
of expository-argumentative texts by higher-level students? Both projections are envisaged as
future research in the field of academic literacy.

The two research questions formulated at the beginning were related to the expected results,
which constitute evidence about the academic reading skills of the tested population. A first
approach shows that academic reading is only moderately developed, since, depending on
the cohort, between 27% and 51% of each group assessed did not achieve a satisfactory
result, which is amplified in importance if one considers that the reading of texts with a low
level of specialisation was involved so that they were expected to be accessible to students
of any career. It was noted that not all of them were able to reach a minimum level of
reading comprehension (given by the 60% of correct answers in the 25 items of the Reading
Comprehension axis). Therefore, the first conclusion is constituted by the following inference:
there is an important group of students for whom the reading of texts from the bibliography of
their degree courses will represent a higher level of difficulty, bearing in mind that these texts are
longer and have a greater conceptual and syntactic complexity than those of everyday reading,
as well as having a specialised lexicon. This more deficient group will require well-targeted
remedial action and accompaniment in their process of acquiring the academic register, a task
which is mainly carried out by teachers of first-year subjects.

The results of each reading task assessed show different degrees of mastery. Thus, the
elicitation of literal information (LO 1) shows good anchoring due to the fact that all cohorts
having more than half of their students at the achieved level. This reveals an ability to decode the
textual surface. However, the higher LOs show differences in implicit reading skills: synthesis of
information (LO 2) has good achievement, which shows an ability to extract the main idea from
parts of the text or the whole text (obtaining semantic macrostructure); while the ability to infer is
quite low (LO 4), as well as the relationship between paragraphs (LO 3). These results indicate a
lack of comprehension reading since the literature (Ledn, 2003; McNamara, 2004) has pointed
out the importance of making inferences in reading, since inferences are connections between
the reader's previous knowledge and the textual content, and therefore, by making them, the
reader is linking aspects of the text that are not explicitly related, as well as anticipating possible
meanings, according to his/her knowledge of the subject and intertexts. On the other hand, the
relationship between paragraphs is also important, since its recognition implies that the reader
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has been skilful in identifying the "path" of the text, in the sense that he/she has been able
to establish the different discursive functions of the paragraphs and the rhetorical moves that
follow one after the other, and which are typical of academic discourse.

Finally, the interpretation of the sender's communicative purposes exhibits a good
achievement -superior to the inferences and relationship between paragraphs-, which reveals
the ability to determine the positioning of the sender throughout the text. The evaluation of
textual content and form has a lower achievement, but is nevertheless high (above 50% of the
groups tested), considering that the same students had worse results in the previous skills.
This is explained by the fact that the mental representations of Kintsch's (1998) model. That
is to say, text-base and situation model are not successive and do not depend on each other
"(...) because in reality it is not that one moves from one level of representation to another,
but that researchers establish such a separation to study the complex phenomenon of textual
comprehension" (Tijero, 2009, p. 126). In other words, and as corroborated by the results
obtained, it is possible for a reader to obtain a good semantic macrostructure of the text read
and to determine the sender's intentions, although his or her comprehension of the literal level
is moderately achieved and his or her inferences are limited.

As a final idea of the research, there is still a need to apply academic literacy measures
in students entering higher education, considering that the diagnostic assessment carried out
showed deficiencies in academic reading.
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