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Abstract

Competent readers are those who have 
adequate strategies to deal with different 
types of texts. Strategic capability does not 
occur naturally in most readers. For this 
reason, it is necessary to develop persistent 
and transversal training programs: with all 
disciplines and for all teachers committed 
to improving the academic profile. When 
training the strategies, the different levels 
of representation must be taken into consid-
eration: the text base (micro / macro struc-
ture) and the situation model. Of the reading 
strategies set, the metacognitive ones are the 
ones that stand out most for their potential 
to improve and regulate the reader process-
es. It is recommended that when selecting 
the strategies, a flexibility criterion should 
be used, since on each occasion the teacher is 
the one who must select those that best suit 
the characteristics of the students and the 
diversity of the texts. Depending on the the-
oretical approaches, the strategies are also 
diverse.

Resumen

Lectores competentes son aquellos que 
poseen estrategias adecuadas para enfrentar 
los diferentes tipos de textos. La capacidad 
estratégica no se produce de manera natural 
en la mayoría de los lectores. Por esta razón 
es necesario desarrollar programas de entre-
namiento persistente y transversal, con to-
das las disciplinas y para todos los maestros 
comprometidos en la mejora del perfil acadé-
mico. Al entrenar las estrategias hay que to-
mar en consideración los diversos niveles de 
representación: la base del texto (estructura 
micro/macro) y el modelo de situación. Del 
conjunto de estrategias de lectura, las meta-
cognitivas son las que destacan más por su 
potencial capacidad para mejorar y regular 
los procesos lectores. Se recomienda que a la 
hora de seleccionar las estrategias se utilice 
un criterio de flexibilidad, ya que en cada 
ocasión el docente es quien debe seleccionar 
aquellas que más convengan a las caracterís-
ticas de los alumnos y a la diversidad de los 
textos. Dependiendo de los enfoques teóri-
cos, las estrategias también son diversas.
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Introduction

Children’s reading performance is a recur-
ring theme of the discussions in schools. The 
reasons for the low reading level are not very 
well known, although we now know more about 
reading and what is for compared to what was 
known in the 1970s. Indeed, in that decade 
great progress was made with the implementa-
tion of cognitive models, whose development 
had a significant impact on certain areas such as 
reading (Britt, Golman & Rouet, 2012; Perfetti, 
2007). Nevertheless, such knowledge has not yet 
resulted in an efficient practice to the advantage 
of teachers, students and schools. 

Until recently, reading was seen as a decoding 
process of words that could be read visually as a 
whole or by breaking down their components: 
letters, sounds and syllables. According to this 
belief, once “command” of such decoding skills 
is acquired, they are automatically used to read 
any text and content (Fumagalli, Barreyro & 
Jaichenco, 2017). We have already gone beyond 
this approach to reading and we now have new 
elements, more complex and comprehensive. 

According to this new perspective, decoding 
is necessary but it is not enough per se (Gutiérrez, 
2017). Training competent teachers entails 
attaining high comprehension levels. Against 
the old concepts of a restrictive nature, reading 
comprehension now requires the specific appli-
cation of skills, procedures and strategies of a 
general nature (Richter & Rapp, 2014). 

The concepts of naïve reader and competent 
reader are used in recent literature (Programme 
for International Student Assessment, PISA) 
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development [OECD], 2018). Naive readers 
normally remains in the external part of the text 
and lacks reading skills and experience. Their 
low level of involvement makes them vulnera-
ble to the requirements of complex texts. Since 
they lack inference and cultural background 
strategies, naïve readers get flustered with the 

sterile intent to decode meanings (Cerrillo, 
2010). While competent readers explore the text 
in depth until they get a coherent understand-
ing of the text as a whole. Therefore, they have 
to acquire a series of skills and strategies such as 
the ability of reading self-observation, explain-
ing the processes, valuation of their abilities and 
efforts; and awareness of text-reader, reader-text 
interactions (Mendoza, 2008). 

This article is going to deal with the the-
oretical and strategic aspects that define the 
profile of a competent reader. To that end, we 
are going to explore the scientific contributions 
of Cognitive Experimental Psychology. The new 
concept of reading from the perspective of the 
PISA reference framework (2018) is included as 
an important aspect: reading competence as 
comprehension, use, assessment, reflection and 
commitment to the texts to achieve one’s goals, 
to develop personal knowledge and potential 
and to participate in society. The models and 
the representation levels of the complex com-
prehension process are revised in this concep-
tual framework. In the past, the primary and 
overriding interest of students in acquiring 
command of reading competence lied in being 
able to understand, interpret and reflect on 
unique texts. Although these skills are still 
important, as increasing emphasis is placed 
on the integration of new information technol-
ogies in the social and working life of citizens, 
the definition of reading competence must be 
updated and extended. The wide range of new 
sills linked to tasks required in the 21st century 
should be noted (Spiro, Deschryver, Hagerman, 
Morsink & Thompson, 2015).

Development of the conceptual framework

What does understanding reading 
comprehension imply?

The first challenge faced by teachers is when 
they realise that decoding is not enough to access 
reading comprehension. In first place, such fact 
leads to despair and frustration among teachers 
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due to the difficulty for students to under-
stand the information contained in the texts 
or their inability to express creative thinking 
(Morrisroe, 2014). 

The second challenge faced by decoders is 
the inability to read the books selected in the 
curriculum and the requirements in terms of 
performance and achievement. Decoder’s pace 
normally has very poor results compared to the 
performance shown by good comprehenders 
(Sánchez-Miguel, 1990).

Comprehension is the objective of reading, 
just as composition is the objective of writing. 
Therefore, meaning is not implied in letters and 
sounds, but it lies in the minds of authors and 
readers and in the context instead. They give 
meaning to what is written and read. On the 
other hand, reading is an essential element to 
promote civic and social coexistence (Yubero, 
Caride, Larrañaga & Pose, 2016).

One aspect that is not paid sufficient atten-
tion is the knowledge students should have to 
understand the reading materials, as well as 
what is the purpose of reading and the reasons 
for it (Ferreiro, 2008; Portalatin y Puente, 2018; 
Tlochinsky, Ribera & García-Parejo, 2012). 
Teachers must thus analyse the selected materi-
als very carefully, in order for students to read it 
with a high level of comprehension; because, if 
the text is very difficult, the reader will feel frus-
trated and may lose interest and, on the contrary, 
if the text is very easy, the reader will get bored 
(Calero, 2018). In this regard, research carried 
out by Materán & Escalante (2002) concludes 
that the content of some texts most commonly 
used in the school environment and recom-
mended by teachers is structured to be used in a 
level different to that who corresponds. In other 
words, children are obliged to read whether very 
difficult or very easy texts that do not match 
their intellectual or language development. 

Comprehension’s mental model 

Building a mental model is essential to under-
stand, train and assess reading comprehension. 
From the perspective of Cognitive Psychology, 
reading comprehension is seen as a high-level 
process where both the information provided 
by the text and by the reader with his/her 
previous background knowledge complement 
one another to obtain a final interpretation of 
the message.

In order to build the model, we have to know 
the blocks that make it up. The first block is the 
information stored in knowledge structures 
(Johnson-Laird, 1983). A text’s highest compre-
hension level would be to create, modify and 
integrate knowledge structures. These struc-
tures are somehow the engine that promoted 
inference based on textual information (Cain 
& Oakhill, 1999). To sum up, comprehension 
is a process whereby knowledge is integrated 
beyond the juxtaposition of the ideas expressed 
in the chain of textual sentences.

The second block is the relationship between 
the reader and the text. If we take this rela-
tionship into account, comprehension is seen 
as a process whereby the reader uses the keys 
provided by the author based on his/her own 
knowledge or experience to infer the meaning 
the latter wants to convey. In other words, com-
prehension is a process whereby meanings are 
built and where explicit information has to be 
combined with general and specific knowledge 
provided by the reader (Kintsch, 1994). 

The third block is related to strategic behav-
iour. The use of strategies allows to build 
meanings based on the text’s keys, as well as 
on the information kept in the reader’s mind 
related to such keys. Such strategies are very 
useful resources that promote inference, as 
the text cannot be totally explicit and the exact 
meaning of words even has to be inferred based 
on the context (Riffo, 2016). 
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The fourth block is related to the discourse’s 
mental representation, as a holistic way to 
understand a situation that is conveyed lin-
guistically. When we speak about a mental rep-
resentation, we refer to an “internal substitute 
or model” of reality, a mediator between the 
medium (or text) stimulus and the behaviours of 
the reading organism (Greco, 1995). 

Representation levels

As the reader becomes familiar with the text, 
he/she builds different increasingly sophisti-
cated representation levels until he/she obtains 
the semantic essence (Standtler & Bromme, 
2014). The textual level, also known as superfi-
cial level, does not imply that it is not necessary: 
it is the basic level that allows beginning readers 
to decode spellings and vocabulary. Readers 
falling in this level may remember the text’s lit-
erality, although they may not understand the 
meaning (Parodi & Julio, 2017).

If we analyse the text from the second rep-
resentation level, we can identify the list of 
propositions, highlighting the semantic and 
rhetorical relationships between the different 
ideas of the text. These ideas or propositions 
ensure coherence by overlapping or repeating 
arguments. At this level, propositions are linked 
to each other at a local level. The important fact 
here is that the text’s meaning is captured; for 
example, when we realise that two sentences 
have the same meaning, although their superfi-
cial drafting may be different. For the avoidance 
of complications resulting from multiple super-
ficial representations that may be linked to the 
same meaning, elementary units or ideas called 
propositions are used. The structured set of 
propositions that represents the text’s meaning 
is called text base (Riffo, 2016).

The third representation level is the situation 
or reference model: this level integrated the base 
text’s information, although it is not included in 
the knowledge provided by the reader in order to 
interpret the overall meaning and attain a deep 

level of comprehension. The objective of this 
level is to discover the macrostructure of the set 
of propositions that summarise the subject or 
the general ideas of the text, which, when hier-
archically ordered, represent overall organisa-
tion (Sánchez-Miguel, 1990). 

In last place, the situation model is where 
we should get when we read, as we learn texts 
thanks to it. The situation model includes the 
reader’s objectives, beliefs, background knowl-
edge, knowledge on the text’s fields of knowl-
edge, etc. For this reason, it is said that reading 
is always personal and that two different people 
(Van-Dijk y Kintsch, 1983) do not understand the 
same text in the same way. Two sublevels can be 
identified in the basic text: the microstructure 
and the macrostructure. 

Building the microstructure

The microstructure is the set of linked prop-
ositions analysed sentence by sentence. One 
essential cognitive operation that should be 
performed by the reader throughout the reading 
progress consists on linking each new piece of 
information to those that have already been 
read, linking it to what is known about it at the 
same time. This means that the reader should 
create a text base where each idea or proposition 
is linked to other adjacent ideas and all of them 
are hierarchically organised based on their 
relative (Belinchón, Igoa & Rivière, 2005). In 
other words, in order to understand it essential 
to establish coherence and its cognitive rep-
resentation; therefore, this operation is closely 
linked to one property that defines the discourse 
and differentiates it from other language units 
(Sanders & Noordman, 2000).

Cohesion is one of coherence’s most visible 
procedures; its function is to establish internal 
and significant relationships through intra-
textual links and procedures. For this reason, 
it uses lexical and grammatical mechanisms 
that guarantee the referent, such as anapho-
ras, cataphoras and proformas. Anaphoras and 
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cataphoras are reference grammatical devices 
that avoid unnecessary repetitions and allow for 
the re-emergence of a referent in a text by using 
substituted (pronouns, adverbs, etc.). Proformas 
are words or morphemes that can replace syn-
tagmas; unlike syntagmas, proformas lack 
any content of their own, and their referent is 
determined by the background or communica-
tive situation. Pronouns are the most form of 
proformas.

Coherence at a micro level is not homogene-
ous, Graesser, Singer & Trabasso (1994) draw 
a distinction between two types of coherence: 
local and global. The first type is established 
between adjacent ideas of the text and their con-
stituent elements, by linking processed infor-
mation to immediately preceding information, 
which is still active in working memory. On the 
contrary, global coherence is of a more general 
nature and involves establishing links in terms 
of overall content of the message, by linking 
information read at a specific time to informa-
tion already read previously (Kintsch, 1998).

Building the macrostructure

All texts and discourses have an overall 
meaning, called topic or theme (Kintsch & 
van Dijk, 1978). Hence, the need to reduce and 
organise the microstructure’s information in a 
more abstract structure linked to the message’s 
overall meaning. The macrostructure thus refers 
to the overall meaning that permeates the text 
and gives a meaning thereto, and includes the 
following functions: a) to provide overall coher-
ence; b) to individualise information related to 
the central theme, to establish a hierarchy and 
to draw distinctions; c) to reduce long fragments 
to a manageable number of ideas.

When identifying the macrostructure, 
thrusts giving a uniform, holistic meaning to 
what has been read should be capture. Unlike 
the microstructure, the macrostructure has 
a more overall nature; it is defined as propo-
sitional common denominator. Thanks to its 

overall nature, the macrostructure takes place 
at the essence, theme or thesis level; in other 
words, it is the textual construction or archi-
tecture that provides coherence to the text and 
links paragraphs. 

Implementing macro-rules is a strategy when 
it comes to deal with the main thrust of the text. 
We could point out that it is one of the concepts 
discovered by Kintsch and his research team, 
with added significance in the field of reading 
comprehension and discourse. Its roots lies in 
Psycholinguistics and Cognitive Psychology 
of the three last decades of the 20th century 
(Rosselli & Matute, 2010). 

Withdrawal-selection is the most basic mac-
ro-rule: based on a sequence of propositions, 
those that are not necessary to interpret other 
propositions of that sequence are withdrawn, 
and those explicit proposition(s) that link the 
entire sequence are selected. As a macro-rule, 
generalisation works as follows: in a sequence 
of propositions, each sequence is replaced by a 
more general proposition that is not included in 
the text and links each one of them. Construction 
as a macro-rule replaces a sequence of textual 
propositions by an overall idea built by the 
reader, which links the meaning of the entire 
sequence using the reader’s words (Sánchez-
Miguel, 1993). 

Building the superstructure

According to Van-Dijk & Kintsch (1983), the 
superstructure is the “frame” of the parts that 
make up the text and varies according to the 
type of text. The superstructure allows us to 
speak about discourse typology, although not all 
texts have a clear superstructure. The concept of 
superstructure refers to the way or how texts are 
organised (Bocaz y Soto, 2000). Superstructures 
are overall structures, independent from the 
content, which is somehow limited according to 
the basic textual typology scheme. When com-
petent students face a text, one task performed 



Ocnos (2019), 18 (1): 21-30
DOI 10.18239/ocnos_2019.18.1.1781

Puente, A, Mendoza-Lira, M., Calderón J. F., & Zuñiga, C.
Metacognitive reading strategies to construct meaning and representation of written texts

26

in the first place is to discover what type of text 
are facing (Parodi & Julio, 2015). 

So far, understanding a text means disentan-
gling the ideas that lie in the words used in the 
text; linking ideas; assimilating and/or building 
any existing or envisageable hierarchies result-
ing from such ideas; identifying the various 
relationships that articulate overall ideas. In 
other words, understanding means somehow 
replicating the text’s semantics in our minds, 
together with something else, as explained 
hereinafter.

Building the situation model

According to the theory of Kintsch & Van-Dijk 
(1983), reading is a highly complex process that 
required complex operations instead of rules; 
such operations are more or less strategic and 
receive information derived from the reader’s 
background knowledge. The key concept of “sit-
uation model” has recently been added to this 
theory, a construct in episodic memory that rep-
resents the event or situation dealt with in the 
text. This means that the text only represents 
those meanings expressed thereby, but actual 
comprehension involves building a new model 
or updating an existing one (Speer, Reynolds, 
Swallow & Zacks, 2009). 

Such models are subjective; therefore, com-
prehension is personal, ad hoc and unique, and 
defines a specific interpretation of a specific 
text at a specific time. The most important fact 
about situation models is that they result from 
the information derived from the reader’s back-
ground knowledge. In other words, the reader 
generates bridge propositions, inferences, frag-
ments of his/her own background knowledge 
(Radvansky, 2009). 

Building a model based on the world or sit-
uation described in the text is a must to under-
stand such text. Therefore, understanding is 
not only replicating the text’s propositions but 
also having the situation or world described in 

it. The situation model should and needs to be 
linked to and integrated in our own knowledge 
structures. Being aware of this second dimen-
sion involves transcending the text and gaining 
abstract knowledge that allow us to deal with 
them and with other existing knowledge, new 
situations (Zwaan, 2015). 

Characteristics of competent readers

Modern schools need to solve some urgent 
problems, such as enhancing the reading habits 
and poor reading performance of students of 
primary, secondary and university education 
(Cerrillo, Larrañaga & Yubero, 2002). All indi-
cators (such as PISA) suggest that the reading 
level of students needs to be enhanced urgently. 
The first step to begin this task is to draw a dis-
tinction between competent and non-competent 
readers (Dunlosky, Rawson, Marsh, Nathan & 
Willingham, 2013). 
1. Competent readers use their background 

knowledge to give meaning to the reading 
process: new information is better learnt and 
remembered when it is integrated in relevant 
background knowledge previously acquired 
or in existing schemes. As the reader obtains 
new information, he/she triggers other 
schemes, creating new ideas and widening 
his/her background knowledge (Richter & 
Rapp, 2014). 

2. Comprehension monitoring throughout 
the entire reading process is an important 
strategy used by competent readers. Reading 
supervision is a primary mechanism used by 
proficient readers to give meaning to what 
they are reading; competent readers also 
correct and regulate the text’s comprehen-
sion as soon as they identify any problem 
(Romero, Trigo & Moreno, 2018). 

3. Proficient readers correct comprehension 
mistakes as soon as possible. Competent 
readers know what to do when they realise 
that they do not understand what they are 
reading (Çubukçu, 2008). Whether they 
make syntax or interpretation errors, they 
are willing to get back to the text to solve any 
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comprehension problem. An example of this 
ability enables readers to identify inconsist-
encies as they are reading (Ben-Eliyahu & 
Linnenbrink-García, 2015).

4. Readers who are not able to draw a distinc-
tion between relevant and trivial informa-
tion cannot be classified as efficient readers. 
Establishing what is important when reading 
helps to draw a distinction between core 
information and supplementary or second-
ary information, depending on the purpose 
of reading. Once these relevance objec-
tives are achieved, it is easy to make a valid 
summary if combined with the identifica-
tion of keywords from the text (Dinsmore, 
Loughlin, Parkinson & Alexander, 2015).

5. Competent readers have the ability to syn-
thesise information from the various parts 
of the text (Vidal-Abarca, Maña & Gil, 2010). 
Use of comprehension strategies to synthe-
sise relevant information shows the reader’s 
expertise: technical underlining, highlight-
ing, schematisation, etc. Knowing each 
word’s grammatical function is also impor-
tant: pronouns, nouns, adjectives, adverbs, 
verbs, prepositions and conjunctions.

6. Making inferences when and after reading 
is also an essential strategy of competent 
readers. Studies related to the reading com-
prehension process have found inferences 
about the text’s content, whether using 
the heading, the title or the first paragraph 
thereof; in short, good readers are always 
inferring. Inferences are the very essence of 
reading comprehension to the extent that they 
have four functions: a) they resolve lexical 
ambiguity; b) they resolve pronoun and noun 
references; c) they provide the necessary 
background to understand the sentences; 
and d) the provide a broader framework for 
interpretation; in other words, a model that 
is necessary to process from top to bottom, 
from the reader to the text (Tolchinsky et al., 
2012).

7. Competent readers ask questions, they do not 
wait for someone to ask about any text. They 
stimulate higher levels of knowledge, thus 

enhancing comprehension and learning. 
Before reading, it is advisable to ask ques-
tions about the text: what do I know about 
this? What other themes or texts that I have 
read previously can be linked thereto? Such 
questions may vary according to the charac-
teristics of each text and can be adapted to the 
reader’s intention, but what is important here 
is the fact that it has an impact on the essen-
tial elements of the text, from a provided 
information-oriented approach in order to be 
able to answer questions previously raised. 

Final thoughts

It is hard to include the concept of competent 
reader in a uniform scheme (Cassany, Luna & 
Sanz, 1998; Colomer, 2010). It is important 
that the scheme matches the criteria widely 
accepted as satisfactory regarding what com-
petent readers should do: covering significant 
units greater than words; making assump-
tions and testing hypotheses; inferencing and 
organise hierarchically  contents; filling empty 
spaces; searching through the intertextual 
maze; guiding the meta-cognitive processes and 
operations; summarising texts with their own 
contributions; moving back and forward in the 
text in a suitable way; solving problems; using 
information to give meaning to the text; extract 
the meaning of the various parts and the whole 
to link new and existing concepts (Aliagas & 
Castellá, 2014).

There are different texts that work in an 
interactive way and combine concepts, pictures 
and other sensory and musical elements, as well 
as movements. All the foregoing require strat-
egist, multi-sensory readers (Ferreiro, 2008). 
This means that they can build different inter-
pretations and build different types of meanings 
based on the different ways of reading. They 
use multimodal reading, link reading (through 
hyperlinks), interactive reading in forums, 
blogs and the social media (Facebook, Twitter, 
Youtube); they also use critical reading when 
acting as commentators, by outlining their 
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opinion in a forum; multi-sensory reading, 
trough different meanings and ways of reading; 
collective reading to the extent that they make 
interpretations with other readers of the web 
(Cassany, 2014).
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