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This methodological review highlights the trends in empirical studies where a methodological con-
struct (i.e. verbal reports) intersects with content (i.e. literacy research). Specifically, we synthesise
research on language learners’ reading in which verbal reports were deployed as a methodological
tool. Questioning the long-standing assumption that verbal report methods validated in first-lan-
guage verbal report reading studies necessarily constitute a basis for validation of second-language
verbal report reading studies, we consider the broader educational frameworks within which studies
are embedded. In our synthesis of language learners’ verbal report literacy research published
between 2000 and 2015, we attend to the social, demographic and geographic realities characteris-
tic of studies reviewed and of the participants involved. Our findings demonstrate the following: (a)
tendency to report quantitative information regardless of the type of verbal reporting method and
the component of reading explored; (b) predominance of independent concurrent methods that
emphasised the reading product; (c) predominance of integrated verbal reports (i.e. concurrent and
other forms of reporting) in sociocultural studies that reflected the reading process; (d) concerns
about validity in studies premised on cognitivist models of verbal reports; (e) a tendency to use
solely concurrent verbal reports in quantitative studies; (f) high reliance on integrated concurrent
methods in qualitative studies; and (g) preponderance of qualitative-to-quantitative versus a quali-
tative-to-quantitative-to-qualitative verbal reporting paradigms across studies. Based on these find-
ings, we make several recommendations to be considered when verbal reports are used to study
language learners’ reading processes.

English language learners (ELLs) are the fastest growing student population in coun-
tries such as the USA, the UK, and Canada (National Clearinghouse for English Lan-
guage Acquisition [NCELA], 2011; European Commission, 2012; People for
Education, 2013; National Center for Educational Statistics 2018). As a result, edu-
cators have paid increasing attention to the underlying literacy processes inherent in
the multiple linguistic repertoires of this population (Grabe, 2009; Han & Anderson,
2009; Bernhardt, 2011). Both nationally and internationally, there is a search for
resources and opportunities that may enhance language learners (LL’s) literacy devel-
opment (National Council of Teachers of English, 2008; Common Core State
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Standards Initiative, 2010; TESOL, 2010; Risko ez al., 2017). Many researchers have
explored reading comprehension and literacy practices of LLs (Fitzgerald, 1995;
Snow ez al., 1998; NCTE, 2008, 2011). Despite these efforts, we still know little
about the patterns derived from the use of certain prominent methodologies for
studying LLs’ literacy development.

One prominent methodology for examining language learners’ (LLLs’) literacy
development is verbal reports. Verbal reports constitute individuals’ oral descriptions
of the mental processes in which they are engaged (Ericsson & Simon, 1984). Histori-
cally, verbal protocols, as they are sometimes referred to, have been used widely to
understand first-language (LL1) students’ literacy processes (Pressley & Afflerbach,
1995). In their use of such protocol analysis, studies primarily reflect a cognitivist
approach, one in which reports are considered windows on thought processes as they
occur (Bowles, 2010a,b). However, in the more contemporary literature, with the
increased attempts to understand literacy practices of LLL. and with the definition of
literacy expanding to reflect multiple literacies and how context affects literacy (Firth
& Wagner, 1997; Leu ez al., 2004), studies have increasingly used verbal reports to
understand the compensatory processing between L1 and 1.2 and information pro-
cessing, that is, factors influencing reading that go beyond those inferred from the
mind in which second-language (L.2) reading is embedded (e.g. Gass & Mackey,
2007; Bernhardt, 2011).

Adopting verbal protocol methods can provide a window to examine social factors
involved in ELLs’ reading comprehension (Kim, 2011; Smith & King, 2013; Kim,
2018). We are beginning to learn more about how verbal reports may provide insight
not only into LLs’ cognition but also about how they mobilise social tools to facilitate
literacy development (Bowles, 2010a; Cohen, 1983, 1987, 1996, 2013; Vorobel &
Kim, 2017; Kim, 2018). The calls for greater attention to social processes involved in
using verbal reports for second-language reading have resulted in studies such as
those by Kim (2018) that point out the importance of integrating cognitive and socio-
cultural perspectives. Kim (2018) identifies two broad types of reading strategies used
by ELLs: higher order thinking strategies (e.g. interferential thinking, intertextuality,
comprehension monitoring, evaluating) and social-contextual reading strategies (e.g.
connecting to oneself, connecting to the world, socio-affective strategies). She notes
that beginning ELLs often favour social-contextual reading strategies while more
advanced ELLs more often use higher order thinking strategies. All readers combine
cognitive and sociocultural approaches, and it is most productive for research in sec-
ond-language literacy to attend to both (Kim, 2018).

Though studies such as this highlight attention to additional factors involved in
ELLs’ reading processes, little has been synthesised about how studies have used ver-
bal reports to explore LLs’ reading processes in what is now considered the era of
new literacies (Leu ez al., 2004). Moreover, previous reviews of 1.2 studies focused on
such topics as cognitive reading processes (Fitzgerald, 1995), writing strategies (e.g.
Matsuda et al., 2003; Silva & Brice, 2004), general strategy use (e.g. Chamot, 2004),
deployment of think-alouds (Bowles, 2010a), and reading programs (e.g. Cheung &
Slavin, 2012). These reviews emphasise the cognitive reading processes in which sec-
ond-language readers engage.
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This methodological review therefore fills a gap in the literature by highlighting
trends in original studies where verbal reports have been used in literacy research with
the intention to recommend how they may best be used with LLs. Our review thus
examines research on LLs’ literacy published between 2000 and 2015 that used ver-
bal reports as a methodological tool. We examine the educational, social, cognitive,
demographic, economic, and geographic realities that bear upon the ways in which
such students’ literacy practices are examined as well as synthesise trends in the use of
verbal report methodology in reading studies conducted with LLs. The following
overarching questions guided this review:

1 How have verbal reports been used in empirical studies to explore LLLs’ reading
processes?

2 What social, cognitive, geographic, and demographic patterns and concerns pre-
sent themselves in empirical studies where verbal reports have been used to explore
LLs’ reading processes in various contexts, with multiple languages being used by
different learners in different contexts?

Definitions of language learners

The term, English language learner (ELL), has been used to refer to ‘active learner of
the English language who may benefit from various types of language support pro-
grams’ (NCTE, 2008, p. 2); as a bilingual who possesses emerging English profi-
ciency (Bialystok, 2001); or as a ‘non-native English speaker(s) learning English in
school’ (Peregoy & Boyle, 2008, p. 2). For the purpose of this review, we refer to
ELLs as non-native English speakers ‘learning English skills and knowledge’ (Cheung
& Slavin, 2012), who, regardless of the setting in which they learn language or the age
at which a new language is learned, possess varying degrees of proficiency in one or
more other languages. Similarly, we use the term language learners (LLLs) to refer to
students learning the skills and knowledge of a new language, and second-language
(L2) learners to refer to students learning a second language where this is the domi-
nant language in the social context. The terms, third- and fourth-language learners (1.3,
L4 respectively), represent learners similar to L.2s. However, we make the distinction
that L3 and L4 learners acquire multiple languages simultaneously, or continuously
learn a third and/or fourth language in addition to possessing competence in two lan-
guages. Foreign language (FL) learners are taken to mean those students learning a
new language in an environment where their .1 is the principal language spoken.

Variations of verbal reports

To facilitate our discussions of verbal reports, we identify various ways of implement-
ing this methodological tool. Among these variations are concurrent (or non-metalin-
guistic), retrospective, introspective (or metalinguistic), and delayed retrospective
types of verbal reports. Concurrent (or non-metalinguistic) reports are produced simulta-
neously with the academic task being completed, with a primary focus on the task and
reporting ongoing thoughts as secondary. Retrospective reports occur after the task has
been completed, with a delay between task completion and verbal reporting.
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Introspective reports ask the participant to explain how s/he developed a particular con-
current thought, while delayed retrospective reports occur after a specific amount of time
has elapsed following the academic task (Ericsson & Simon, 1993).

Method

Literature search procedures

We first developed a list of journals for our literature search, based on Smith and Laf-
ford’s (2009) recommendations and our observations from reviews and meta-analy-
ses of research in second language acquisition (SLA) (e.g. Fitzgerald, 1995; Norris &
Ortega, 2006; Bowles, 2010a; Biber et al., 2011). Based on these insights, 15 journals
constituted the list: Applied Linguistics, CALICO Fournal, Canadian Modern Language
Review, Computer Assisted Language Learning, Computers and Education, English Lan-
guage Teaching Fournal, International Review of Applied Linguistics, Language Learning,
Language Learming and Technology, Multilingual Education, Reading Research Quarterly,
ReCALL, Studies in Second Language Acquisition, System and TESOL Quarterly. Of
these journals, 12 reflected articles that met our inclusion criteria (discussed later),
while three, namely ReCALL, Mululingual Education and Computers and Education—
did not yield any studies that met the inclusion criteria set for the review. Beyond the
journals selected for our search, we then conducted an independent search of the Psy-
cInfo and Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) databases because they
contain many journals in the field of education and applied linguistics and are fre-
quently used in systematic reviews and meta-analyses (Lin er al.,, 2013; Huber &
Kuncel, 2016).

Second, we used the terms: (a) verbal reports, (b) think-alouds, (c) reading, (d) verbal
protocols, (€) reading process, (f) second language, (g) bilingual, (h) mululingual, (i) Eng-
lish as a Second Language (ESL) and (j) foreign language, along with their combina-
tions, to search the indexes of the selected journals and the databases back to 2000.
The inclusion criteria required articles to (a) report an empirical study, (b) include a
form of verbal report methodology that occurred in conjunction the product of reading
with exploration of the reading task being studied, (c) focus on LLs’ reading pro-
cesses, (d) involve research conducted within the K-university levels and (e) have a
publication date between 2000 and 2015—from the beginning of the century that
coincided with the influential discussion on sociocultural theory by Firth and Wagner
(1997, 1998)—and others up to the last complete year of publications before the
preparation of this article. This discussion proposed a reconceptualisation of research
in SLA to extend examinations of language use and acquisition beyond cognitivist
perspectives that often reflect deficit orientations of language learners, towards orien-
tations that foregrounded the social and contextual factors involved in this process
(Firth & Wagner, 1997). The exclusion criteria required us to reject studies where
verbal reports were: (a) not used in conjunction with a reading task or (b) geared
toward an understanding of testing characteristics of participants, rather than reading
processes. Using these inclusion and exclusion criteria, we identified 76 empirical
studies that met our criteria (see Table 1 for a detailed overview of the studies). We
included geographical regions beyond the USA.
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84 P. Smuth et al.

Throughout this process, we acknowledged that our inability to access and include
studies written in languages other than English posed a limitation to the scope of
knowledge that we were able to gather regarding the use of verbal reports. Moreover,
we were aware that the decision to choose studies published within the years 2000—
2015 prevented us from reviewing seminal works published prior to this time period.
We therefore drew partly from seminal works on L2 reading and verbal reports such
as that of Chamot and El Dinary (1999), Jiménez ez al. (1995, 1996), Kern (1994),
Lomicka (1998) and Pritchard (1990). For instance, we were cognisant of the study
conducted by Chamot and El Dinary (1999) that showed that the use of think-alouds
in elementary foreign language immersion programmes helped to illustrate strategies
that more-effective and less-effective third- and fourth-grade learners used to engage
in reading and writing tasks in the classroom using the target language. It was also
useful to acknowledge the work of Jiménez et al. (1995) who elicited think-alouds
from two bilingual Latina speakers and a monolingual English speaker to describe
and understand how the cognitive and metacognitive knowledge of a proficient bilin-
gual reader who was Latina was reflected in comparison with the reading processes
and strategies of a limited proficient bilingual reader and a proficient monolingual
reader. We noted the research conducted by Kern (1994) that used intermediate
French students’ think-alouds to explain the extent to and conditions under which
they engaged in mental translation while reading French texts, the role that transla-
tion played in the comprehension and the influence of reading ability in L2 on mental
translation during reading. Additionally, we considered the research conducted by
Lomicka (1998) that relied on think-alouds of college students to describe how full
glossing during computerised reading in French promoted a deeper level of text com-
prehension, as well as the study conducted by Pritchard (1990) that drew from the
think-alouds of adolescent American and Palauan students to describe the influence
of cultural background on the ways in which reading is processed and comprehended.
While none of these studies constituted the corpus of literature that functioned as the
basis for the current review, we nonetheless referred to findings and insights from
some of these works in our ensuing discussion of the literature.

Analysis

We began by collecting empirical studies for review. We first used organisational tem-
plates to categorise elements of each study based on well-known literature review
studies (Fitzgerald, 1995; Dixon et al., 2012). For each study, the following were out-
lined (see Table 1): (a) theoretical background; (b) information about participants
(e.g. number of participants, age), language (e.g. language proficiency), and context;
(c) research questions and purpose statement, (d) research method, data collection
and analysis (retrospective, concurrent, introspective and think-aloud verbal proto-
cols; qualitative/quantitative; strategies employed) and (e) key findings. We organised
the information from the studies into relevant categories within the organisational
template. After reading and rereading the data within the template, we used each
research question to identify patterns inductively. Thematic analysis is, by its very
nature subjective, but by clearly describing our analytical process, we demonstrate
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Verbal reports in reading 85

how we arrived at conclusions (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). In the following sections we
describe our three-stage analytical process.

Stage one. We made specific observations of the material outlined within our organi-
sational templates (Patton, 2002) in iterative phases, using a new template to address
each research question. We used different colors to underline words or phrases that
represented topics that recur, indigenous typologies or categories, similarities and dif-
ferences, and theory-related material (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). For example, we
noted similarities and differences in methodological choice within studies, such as the
type of verbal report used and participant characteristics such as age/academic level.

Stage two. Our second phase of analysis involved finding key words in context, not-
ing word co-occurrence and then coding those terms (Ryan & Bernard, 2003).
Through this process, we obtained categories different from those pre-established in
our templates. For example, after considering the research questions and findings for
all studies, we arrived at novel categories such as strategy use, comprehension, vocab-
ulary and technology. Similarly, from other pre-established categories, such as
methodology and theoretical framework, we derived subcategories, which we then
examined to derive broader themes (Merriam, 2009).

Stage three. 'The third phase of analysis allowed us to confirm the trustworthiness of
the derived themes (Patton, 2002). We worked collaboratively to determine cate-
gories and themes, but we disagreed about some areas. In these cases, we returned to
the original studies to clarify our conceptions and arrive at more representative find-
ings. We also periodically discussed patterns emerging from the study and confirmed
our agreements.

Our detailed analytical process notwithstanding, we acknowledge that this review is
influenced by our worldviews and interpretations of verbal reports as a tool in studies
conducted within the L2 field. By acknowledging our stance as researchers who view
social processes as important to language and literacy, we were able to attend system-
atically to studies that adopted multiple perspectives and therefore minimise the
potential for bias in analysis and synthesis. Had other researchers approached the same
material, they might have arrived at different categories or synthesised the material dif-
ferently. Nonetheless, we hope that by offering our methodological approach for scru-
tiny we enable readers to trace the process through which we arrived at our findings.

Findings

To answer our research questions, we first synthesise patterns from findings observed
in the empirical studies reviewed. We also highlight concerns emerging from our anal-
ysis of literacy research in which verbal reports were deployed.

Educational patterns and concerns

To address our first research question, we consider verbal reports in relation to: (a)
content addressed in the studies; (b) theoretical approaches utilised; and (c)
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methodological choices. We first present the findings and patterns as they relate to
each of the above, followed by interpretive commentary in which we highlight con-
cerns.

Content of empirical studies. In this review of research that uses verbal reports as a
methodological tool for exploring L.Ls’ reading processes, we identified the following
areas of focus: (a) strategy use, (b) comprehension, (c) vocabulary, and (d) technol-
ogy (see Table 2 for the distribution of empirical studies across these categories). The
categories are not mutually exclusive, and studies were organised based on the area of
focus that researchers intended to explore.

Strategy use—Researchers in 39 of the research studies used verbal reports to
explore various reading strategies (see Table 2). Specific reading strategies included
monitoring (e.g. Stevenson et al., 2007; Mahmoudi, 2014), inferencing (e.g.
Hamada, 2009; Comer, 2012a), problem solving (Alsheikh, 2011) and comprehen-
sion (within individual sentences, within individual paragraphs and across para-
graphs; He, 2008). Most researchers explored strategy use through concurrent
reporting methods, while only a few deployed concurrent introspective (Chun, 2001;
Hu & Nassaji, 2012; Comer, 2014), concurrent and immediate retrospective (He,
2008; Ghonsooly & Barghchi, 2012; Ghavamnia ez al., 2013), retrospective (Karimi
& Alibakhshi, 2014; Kasemsap & Lee, 2015) or concurrent and retrospective strate-
gies (Vorobel & Kim, 2011; Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001; Yang, 2006).

Comprehension—In using verbal reports to explore comprehension, researchers pri-
marily consider glosses or definitions/notes in the text (Ko, 2005; O’Donnell, 2012),
attentional conditions (‘i.e. requesting L2 readers to process a written text for mean-
ing while paying attention to specified forms in the input;’ Leow ez al., 2008, p. 683),
exposure to enhanced/unenhanced input’ (Leow, 2001) and the relative impact on
comprehension. Across 36 studies in which verbal reports were used to explore com-
prehension, researchers primarily depended on concurrent reports, though there were
a few studies which used concurrent introspective protocols (Paribakht, 2005;
Comer, 2012b), concurrent and immediate retrospective protocols (Nassaji, 2003;
Kim, 2011; Li & Suen, 2013), and concurrent and concurrent introspective protocols
(Bowles & Leow, 2005; Lee-Thompson, 2008).

Vocabulary use—Twenty-five research studies in which verbal reports were used to
explore vocabulary focused predominantly on ESL and English as a Foreign Lan-
guage (EFL) learners (Nassaji, 2003; Akpinar, 2013) and focused on topics ranging
from inferencing (Bengeleil & Paribakht, 2004; Hamada, 2009) to vocabulary size
and its implications for readers (Weil, 2008). In most studies, the researchers used
concurrent verbal reports, though a few deployed concurrent methods in conjunction
with retrospective reflection (Camps, 2003; Bengeleil & Paribakht, 2004; Li & Suen,
2015), concurrent introspection (Weil, 2008), immediate retrospection and delayed
retrospection (Wesche & Paribakht, 2000). One researcher used concurrent intro-
spective methods to explore Chinese EFL learners’ inferencing during reading (Yin,
2013) and another one used retrospective verbal reports to investigate the role of
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Verbal reports in reading 87

Table 2. Distribution of articles across the four categories: Research foci of studies

Research foci of Number of
studies Study studies

Strategy use Akyel and Ercetin (2009); Ali (2013); Alsheikh (2011); Alsheikh 39
and Mokhtari (2011); Chou (2013); Chun (2001); Comer
(2012a, 2014); Ghavamnia ez al. (2013); Ghonsooly and
Barghchi (2012); Griva & Mastrothanasis (2010); Gurses and
Adiguzel (2013); Hamada (2009); Hamada and Park (2011); He
(2008); Hijikata er al. (2013); Hu and Nassaji (2012, 2014);
Jahandar ez al. (2012); Karimi and Alibakhshi (2014); Karnal
and Pereira (2015); Kasemsap and Lee (2015); Ketabi ez al.
(2012); Kim and Cha (2015); Ko (2005); Lee-Thompson
(2008); Li and Suen (2013); Mahmoudi (2014); Nassaji (2003);
Nassaji and Hu (2012); Park ez al. (2014); Vorobel and Kim
(2011); Rott and Gavin (2015); Stevenson ez al. (2007);
Tabataba’ian and Zabihi (2011); Upton and Lee-Thompson
(2001); Wang (2014); Yang (2006); Zhang et al. (2007)

Comprehension Bowles (2004); Bowles and Leow (2005); Chou (2013); Chun 36
(2001); Comer (2012b); Gascoigne (2002); Geladari ez al.
(2010); Godfroid and Spino (2015); Goo (2010); Gurses and
Adiguzel (2013); Guvendir (2014); Hamada (2009); He (2008);
Horiba (2013); Jahandar ez al. (2012); Kim (2011); Kremmel
et al. (2015); Ko (2005); Lee-Thompson (2008); Leow (2001);
Leow er al. (2008); Leow and Morgan-Short (2004); Li and
Suen (2013); Li and Chun (2015); Morgan-Short, Heil, Botero-
Moriarty & Ebert (2012); Nassaji (2003); O’Donnell (2009,
2012); Paribakht (2005); Radzi and Aziz (2013); Rossomondo
(2007); Seng (2007); Shin and Riazantseva (2015); Tabata-
Sandom (2013); Wang (2014); Yanguas (2009)

Vocabulary Akpinar (2013); Bengeleil and Paribakht (2004); Bowles (2004); 25
Camps (2003); Comer (2012a); Daalen-Kapteijns ez al. (2001);
Dressler er al. (2011); Godfroid and Schmidtke (2013);
Godfroid and Spino (2015); Hamada and Park (2011); Hu and
Nassaji (2012, 2014); Kremmel ez al. (2015); Li and Suen
(2013, 2015); Mohammed ez al. (2015); Nassaji and Hu (2012);
O’Donnell (2009); Paribakht (2005); Rott (2005); Weil (2008);
Wesche and Paribakht (2000); Yanguas (2009); Yilmaz (2015);
Yin (2013)

Technology Akyel and Ergetin (2009); Bowles (2004); Chun (2001); Ko 8
(2005); Park er al. (2014); Rott and Gavin (2015); Wang
(2014); Yanguas (2009)

attention and awareness in receptive vocabulary learning (Godfroid & Schmidtke,
2013).

Technology—Researchers in eight studies relied on verbal reports to explore tech-
nology use in LLs’ reading (see Table 2). Of these, four focused on glosses in com-
puterised tasks with respect to vocabulary and comprehension (Chun, 2001; Bowles,
2004; Ko, 2005; Yanguas, 2009), while others focused on hypermedia environments
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in relation to L2 readers’ comprehension (Akyel & Ercetin, 2009; Park ez al., 2014;
Rott & Gavin, 2015) and internal and external glossaries as well as dictionaries
(Chun, 2001; Wang, 2014). The independent use of concurrent methods was com-
mon across all these studies.

Significant patterns and interpretive commentary—OQOur findings about the use of ver-
bal reports present two challenges. The first relates to the conzent obtained from these
reports and the second to the conception of reading adopted in empirical studies.

The heavy reliance on concurrent methods in exploring various aspects of reading
appears to emphasise whar reading processes occurred as opposed to how they
occurred. It is, therefore, not surprising that despite the focus on multiple areas of
reading (i.e. strategy use, comprehension), researchers (e.g. Ko, 2005; O’Donnell,
2009; Goo, 2010) continued to be primarily concerned with the product of reading,
that is, the results of the reading task [e.g. assessment of text comprehension and
vocabulary acquisition in O’Donnell (2009)]. In fact, very few researchers (e.g. Gela-
darier al., 2010; Kim, 2011) were concerned with the reading process (i.e. how learn-
ers interact with text and context/construct during the reading act). This is curious,
given the potential of protocol analysis to reveal ongoing processes. The limitations of
a focus on what as opposed to how processes occur have been previously documented
in the literature (Fitzgerald, 1995). Such significant patterns and concerns highlight
the need for researchers to attribute greater importance to how LLs’ reading pro-
cesses occur.

In terms of the conceptions of reading, terms such as ‘multiliteracies’ and ‘new litera-
cies’ have been used to denote the multiplicity of social factors inherent in reading
and challenging theories that portray reading as a discrete skill (Street, 1995; New
London Group, 1996; Paris, 2005). Like multiliteracies, the notion of ‘new literacies’
suggests ‘literacy’ as multidimensional in nature and comprises ‘the skills, strategies,
and dispositions necessary to successfully use and adapt to the rapidly changing infor-
mation and communication technologies and contexts’ (Leu ez al., 2004, p. 1572).
Within this framework, LLLs must not only complete tasks based on print-based text,
but they must also use the Internet as a central technology for literacy. As noted previ-
ously, in a few of the studies reviewed verbal reports captured LLs’ competencies with
online tools, demonstrating how participants used computers, electronic devices, or
particular websites. However, more should be done to reflect the multiplicity of social
and technological contexts and the distributed nature of communication and digital
technologies in 21st-century reading.

Theoretical approaches in empirical studies. In the research reviewed, we distinguished
between studies that explicitly used a theoretical framework to examine the constructs
operationalised using verbal reports and those that did not. Of the 76 studies, 37 (ap-
proximately 49%) specified a theoretical framework or underlying model for research
into the associated construct (see Table 3). The use of theoretical frameworks and
models varied widely across the studies; however, most studies were grounded in or
related to one of three trends: the cognitivist trend (e.g. Goo, 2010; Kim & Cha,
2015); models of reading and language (e.g. Gascoigne, 2002; Yin, 2013); and sociocul-
tural theory (e.g. Seng, 2007; Kim, 2011). In addition, a few researchers depended on
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Verbal reports in reading 89

Table 3. Theoretical frameworks in original studies

Number
of
Theoretical frameworks Study studies
Top-down, bottom-up models of reading Gascoigne (2002) 1
Bernhardt’s constructivist model of reading Lee-Thompson (2008); Weil (2008) 2
Pressley and Afflerbach’s model of good Nassaji (2003); Upton and Lee- 2
strategy use Thompson (2001)
Ericsson and Simon’s framework for the Bowles and Leow (2005) 1
use of verbal reports
Schmidt’s framework of attention and Bowles (2004); Camps (2003); Godfroid 4
noticing hypothesis and Schmidtke (2013); Leow (2001)
Stanovich’s short-circuit effect; Goodman  Zhang er al. (2007) 1
and Smith’s reader-driven reading versus
text-driven reading; Anderson’s
information processing model of
comprehension
Working memory and its role in cognitive Goo (2010) 1
performance: resource sharing versus
executive attention; inhibitory-based
executive control; cognitive control;
proactive control
Compensatory encoding model: Stevenson et al. (2007) 1
Orientation of Processing (language
oriented; content oriented); type of
processing (regulatory, cognitive,
cognitive-iterative); domain of processing
(below-clause level, clause level, above-
clause level)
Primacy of meaning principle; Van Patten’s Leow ez al. (2008); Mohammed ez al. 4
model of input processing; Van Patten’s (2015); Morgan-Short ez al. (2012);
lexical preference principle (LPP) Rossomondo (2007)
Craik & Lockhart’s levels of processing Rott (2005) 1
depth theory
Goal theory He (2008) 1
Sociocultural perspective on learning Kim (2011); Vorobel and Kim (2011); 3
Seng (2007)
Hacker’s self-regulated reading and Spiro’s  Park ez al. (2014) 1
theory of cognitive flexibility
Cross-linguistic transfer theory Liand Suen (2015) 1
Oxford’s taxonomy of language learning Ghavamnia ez al. (2013) 1
strategy
Cognitive academic language learning Gurses and Adiguzel (2013); Kim and 2
approach Cha (2015)
Anderson’s inventory of reading strategies Karnal and Pereira (2015); Ketabi ez al. 2
(2012)
Involvement load hypothesis Mohammed er al. (2015); Nassaji and Hu 2
(2012)
O’Malley and Chamot’s model of language Tabataba’ian and Zabihi (2011) 1
learning strategies
Differential skill functioning approach Liand Suen (2013) 1
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Table 3. (Continued)

Number
of

Theoretical frameworks Study studies
Critical thinking theory and the schema Ali (2013) 1

theory of reading comprehension
Schema theory Radzi and Aziz (2013) 1
Typologies of reading strategies by Sheorey Kasemsap and Lee (2015); Kim and Cha 2

and Mokhtariand Phakiti (2015)
Fukkink’s model on the process of deriving  Yin (2013) 1

word meaning from context

L1 models of reading and language as a basis for research into L2 reading processes
(e.g. Gascoigne, 2002; Nassaji, 2003; Zhang et al., 2007). We coded studies under
the ‘models of reading and language’ theme if the author(s) employed a specific con-
ceptual framework (e.g. Pressley & Afflerbach’s (1995) model of good strategy use),
rather than a broader theoretical lens. In doing so, we acknowledge a degree of over-
lap across these categories.

Cogmitivist trend—Among studies in which verbal reports were deployed from a cog-
nitivist perspective, Schmidt’s framework of attention and noticing was used as a
basis for research in four studies (e.g. Bowles, 2004; Godfroid & Schmidtke, 2013).
Other cognitivist perspectives—such as the primacy of meaning principle (e.g. Leow
et al., 2008; Mohammed ez al., 2015), goal theory, and Ericsson and Simon’s (1984)
framework for the use of verbal reports (Bowles & Leow, 2005)—were used in other
studies (e.g. He, 2008; Kim & Cha, 2015). In studies with a cognitivist orientation,
most researchers (75%) tended to use concurrent methods (e.g. Rossomondo, 2007;
Goo, 2010).

Sociocultural trend—Researchers in three studies (e.g. Seng, 2007; Kim, 2011;
Vorobel & Kim, 2011) who adopted a sociocultural approach to research using verbal
reports relied primarily on Bakhtinian and Vygotskian notions of the sociocultural
nature of learning (Seng, 2007; Kim, 2011; Vorobel & Kim, 2011). These researchers
relied on concurrent methods independently or on concurrent methods in conjunc-
tion with retrospective reports.

Trends with reading and language models—Researchers used both 1.1 and 1.2 reading
and language models to support the use of verbal reports in reading studies. Among
the L1 models were the top-down/bottom-up models of reading (Goodman, 1968;
Brown, 1998; Gascoigne, 2002), Pressley and Afflerbach’s (1995) model of good
strategy use (Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001; Nassaji, 2003), Stanovich’s (2000)
short-circuit effect, Goodman’s (1967) and Smith’s (1971) reader-driven versus text-
driven reading, and Anderson’s (2005) information-processing model of comprehen-
sion (Ketabi ez al., 2012; Karnal & Pereira, 2015). When these models were used,
researchers deployed concurrent reports independently, as well as in conjunction with
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Verbal reports in reading 91

immediate retrospective, retrospective, and introspective reports (e.g. Gascoigne,
2002; Lee-Thompson, 2008). In the cases where L1 reading and language models
were used as a framework for understanding the reading process, concurrent verbal
reports tended to be used independently as well as in conjunction with other forms of
reporting (e.g. Gascoigne, 2002; Zhang er al., 2007).

Among the .2 models drawn upon were the O’Malley and Chamot’s model of lan-
guage learning strategies (Tabataba’ian & Zabihi, 2011), Bernhardt’s constructivist
model of reading (LLee-Thompson, 2008; Weil, 2008), Schmidt’s framework of atten-
tion and noticing hypothesis (ILeow, 2001; Camps, 2003; Bowles, 2004; Godfroid &
Schmidtke, 2013), Primacy of Meaning Principle (Rossomondo, 2007; Leow et al.,
2008; Morgan-Short ez al., 2012; Mohammed ez al., 2015), cross-linguistic transfer
theory (Li & Suen, 2015), Oxford’s taxonomy of language learning strategy
(Ghavamnia et al., 2013), and Cognitive Academic Language Learning approach
(Gurses & Adiguzel, 2013; Kim & Cha, 2015). When these models were used,
researchers relied primarily on concurrent reporting (e.g. Leow, 2001; Bowles, 2004;
Rossomondo, 2007; Leow ez al., 2008; Tabataba’ian & Zabihi, 2011; Morgan-Short
et al., 2012; Mohammed er al., 2015) and less so on concurrent and concurrent intro-
spective (Lee-Thompson, 2008; Weil, 2008), concurrent and retrospective (Camps,
2003), and retrospective (Godfroid & Schmidtke, 2013) protocols.

Across the theoretical perspectives and approaches deployed, the format in which
findings were presented varied considerably. This variation notwithstanding, we
observed two patterns. First, in cognitively oriented studies, the tendency was to
report quantitatively oriented results—that is, results that focused on statistical signif-
icance (e.g. Goo, 2010); numbers of students, strategies, concepts attained (Lee-
Thompson, 2008); averages (Weil, 2008); and relationships (Leow, 2001; Zhang
et al., 2007). Conversely, when studies adopted either a sociocultural perspective or a
reading and/or language model to examine the reading process (Lee-Thompson,
2008; Vorobel & Kim, 2011), the analyses tended to be qualitative—that is, research-
ers focused on patterns such as difficulties experienced by learners in reading and the
types of strategies used in particular instances.

Interpretive commentary—Based on these insights, it appears that cognitivist orienta-
tions to studies continue to be prevalent. However, sociocultural and 1.2 models are
also emerging as a basis for examining verbal reporting of reading processes. Beyond
this, there is evidence of a preponderance of concurrent measures in most of the stud-
ies, whether independently or in conjunction with other verbal reporting mechanisms
(i.e. introspective, retrospective). This phenomenon calls attention to the role of lan-
guage proficiency, instructions in verbal reporting, and reactivity as relates to verbal
reporting for 1.2 readers.

Cognitivist conceptions of verbal reports are derived from information-processing
theory, in which verbalisation is presumed to act as a ‘window into the minds of learn-
ers’ (Bowles, 2010a, p. 2). With such perspectives, verbal reports are presumed to
represent cognition; as a consequence, considerable attention is devoted to ensuring
the use of measures that reduce the reactive effects (i.e. changes verbal reports might
make in cognitive process) accompanying such reports. Despite the reliance on an
information-processing model of verbal reports in the majority of studies for which a
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reported theoretical model was provided (approximately 49%), researchers paid little
to no attention to reactivity, that is, ‘the positive or negative effects of think-alouds on
learners’ processing of the language while performing the task’ (Leow et al., 2008, p.
676). In fact, the few studies in which the reactive effects of verbal reports were
attended to represent those geared specifically toward an understanding of reactivity
as a construct and were not necessarily focused on the reading process or on the
impact of this for linguistic variation in participant reading per se (e.g. Camps, 2003;
Leow & Morgan-Short, 2004; Bowles & Leow, 2005; Goo, 2010). In her numerous
investigations into reactivity and verbal reporting, Bowles (2008, 2010a) notes that
variables such as L2 proficiency level and explicitness of instruction accounted for
reactivity in given tasks (Bowles, 2010a). Yet we found very few instances in which
researchers acknowledged the role of participants’ L2 proficiency or researcher
instructions in their findings. The significance of an inattention to such issues central
to the cognitivist perspective becomes even more apparent when considering recent
theoretical challenges to the cognitivist approach to verbal reporting measures.

While logical arguments have been made for the validity of verbal reports within a
cognitive perspective, the evidence presented in the few studies where a sociocultural
framework was used challenges the legitimacy of these arguments. In contrast to a
cognitivist perspective, sociocultural approaches to verbal reports regard speech as a
social construction and, therefore, question the view of verbal reports as a mere reflec-
tion of cognitive processes (Smagorinsky, 2011). Though no study within this review
employed a sociocultural approach to the verbal reporting method per se, the few
studies in which sociocultural approaches framed the reading process (i.e. Seng,
2007; Kim, 2011; Vorobel & Kim, 2011) involved a sociocultural interpretation of
the protocols obtained from participant reports. That is, through the use of integrated
concurrent, retrospective, and introspective verbal report methods, and even when
concurrent measures were employed independently, researchers described the
embeddedness of reading processes in social interactions. For instance, Seng (2007)
observed how participants producing think-alouds as they read in a collaborative
environment performed better on reading comprehension tests when compared with
students who had not engaged in such tasks.

Nevertheless, whether researchers’ deployment of verbal reports was based on a
cognitivist or sociocultural approach, an even more significant challenge comes from
the reading and language models used to frame studies in which the reporting
occurred. As indicated in the findings, the use of monolingual reading theories was
more prevalent than that of those that foregrounded L2 reading while relying on ver-
bal reports. This is not surprising. In previous reviews of research on ESL learners, it
has been suggested that they undergo ‘substantively the same’ cognitive reading pro-
cesses observed in native speakers of English, allowing for latency with some facets of
these processes for LLs (e.g. Fitzgerald, 1995, p. 180; Grabe, 2009). Despite this evi-
dence, and while 1.2 reading continues to be heavily informed by L.1 reading theory
(Grabe, 2009; Kim, 2011), applying LL1 reading and language models to L2 reading
processes has been criticised owing to the lack of consideration to the cross-linguistic
nature of L2 reading (Koda, 2007; Grabe, 2009; Kim, 2011). There is evidence that
L1 reading and language models fail to consider the cross-linguistic features of 1.2
reading because they are based on English and tend to reflect English conceptions of
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Verbal reports in reading 93

literacy (Grabe, 2009). The question therefore arises as to the expectations associated
with reporting done by L2 learners when these learners’ reading was analysed using
assumptions applicable to monolingual learners. By failing to attend to cross-linguis-
tic constraints evident in LLLs’ verbal reporting about text—the various ways in which
language differences permeate the various reporting tasks in which readers engage—
researchers could easily overlook components of processing specific to linguistic dis-
parity.

The 1.2 reading and language models on which researchers relied for examining
reading via verbal reporting appeared to address some of these concerns. For
instance, Bernhardt’s constructivist model of reading allowed her to examine the
reading strategies used by American readers of Chinese and the difficulties encoun-
tered in reading narrative and argumentative text. In turn, the researcher identified
12 bottom-up and 15 top-down strategies used in text comprehension by Chinese
language students as compared with native English speakers. Also focused on reading
strategies, the Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach allowed researchers
to investigate French as L2 learners’ use of reading strategies and the effects of read-
ing strategies’ instruction based on the LLs’ comprehension. Findings from this study
showed that as a result of reading strategies’ instruction, the participants used and
varied the use of reading strategies more frequently (Gurses & Adiguzel, 2013). In an
instance where the focus was placed on word recognition, the use of cross-linguistic
transfer theory showed that Chinese ESL learners experienced more difficulties with
word recognition during reading tests than Romance language-speaking 1.2 learners
and that they heavily employed test-taking strategies to compensate for their gaps in
vocabulary knowledge (Li & Suen, 2015). Taken together, the emphasis on .2 read-
ing and language models to examine the reading processes of learners in which verbal
reports were used provide lenses unique to the linguistic affordances presented by
these learners. Without these lenses, it is easy for researchers to miss the salient lin-
guistic differences across languages as they become represented in reading. A reliance
on both concurrent as well as on retrospective and introspective reporting (though
limited) can provide clearer insights into the ways in which these learners’ reading
processes differ from that of their L.2 peers during verbal reporting.

Methodological choices in empirical studies. We identified the methodological concerns
arising when verbal reports were deployed in studies of LLLs’ reading processes. We
explore these concerns by examining studies with the following foci: (a) mixed meth-
ods (39 studies); (b) quantitative (20 studies), and (c) qualitative (18 studies) (see
Table 4). In addition, we note the significant findings from studies dedicated to the
exploration of verbal reports and how they functioned in understanding I.Ls’ reading
processes (see Table 5).

Mixed methods—The majority of researchers used mixed methods when deploying
verbal reports to investigate LLLs’ reading processes. Within mixed-methods studies,
researchers tended to use verbal reports to collect data concerning participants’ read-
ing processes, qualitatively code this data based on predefined models of strategy use
(e.g. Akyel & Ergetin, 2009; Geladari er al., 2010; Ketabi ez al., 2012) and/or other
categories (e.g. Leow, 2001; Comer, 2012a) and subsequently use the categories to
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Table 4. Methodological constructs of original studies

Number
Methodological construct Study of studies
Quantitative Bowles (2004); Bowles and Leow (2005); Godfroid and 20

Spino (2015); Goo (2010); Horiba (2013); Jahandar

et al. (2012); Karimi and Alibakhshi (2014); Kasemsap
and Lee (2015); Kim and Cha (2015); Kremmel ez al.
(2015); Leow (2001); Leow and Morgan-Short (2004);
Morgan-Short ez al. (2012); Li and Suen (2013);
Nassaji and Hu (2012); O’Donnell (2009);
Rossomondo (2007); Seng (2007); Tabataba’ian and
Zabihi (2011); Yanguas (2009)

Qualitative Alsheikh (2011); Dressler ez al. (2009 ); Hamada (2009); 18
Hamada and Park (2011); Karnal and Pereira (2015);
Kim (2011); Li and Suen (2015); Li and Chun (2015);
Mohammed ez al. (2015); Nassaji (2003); Park ez al.
(2014); Vorobel and Kim (2011); Radzi and Aziz
(2013); Shin and Riazantseva (2015); Tabata-Sandom
(2013); Upton and Lee-Thompson (2001); Wesche and
Paribakht (2000); Yang (2006)

Mixed methods Akpinar (2013); Akyel and Ercetin (2009); Alsheikh and 39
(quantitative and Mokhtari (2011); Camps (2003); Ali (2013); Bengeleil
qualitative) and Paribakht (2004); Chou (2013); Chun (2001);

Comer (2012a,b, 2014); Daalen-Kapteijns ez al. (2001);
Gascoigne (2002); Geladari ez al. (2010); Ghavamnia
et al. (2013); Ghonsooly and Barghchi (2012);
Godfroid and Schmidtke (2013); Gurses and Adiguzel
(2013); Guvendir (2014); He (2008); Hijikata ez al.
(2013); Hu and Nassaji (2012, 2014); Ketabi ez al.
(2012); Ko (2005); Kremmel ez al. (2015); Lee-
Thompson (2008); Leow ez al. (2008); Mahmoudi
(2014); O’Donnell (2012); Paribakht (2005); Rott
(2005); Rott and Gavin (2015); Stevenson et al. (2007);
Wang (2014); Weil (2008); Yilmaz (2015); Yin (2013);
Zhang er al. (2007)

conduct further quantitative analyses (i.e. go from qualitative to quantitative; e.g.
Paribakht, 2005; Akyel & Ergetin, 2009; Geladari ez al., 2010). For instance, the data
reported in a number of these studies focused on areas such as wvariery (Paribakht,
2005; Rott, 2005), averages (Hamada, 2009), proportional distribution (Stevenson
et al., 2007), quanuties (Lee-Thompson, 2008; Geladari er al., 2010), relationships
(Ghonsooly & Barghchi, 2012) and comparisons (Ko, 2005; Mahmoudi, 2014)—all of
which were quantitatively oriented.

Sometimes researchers who used mixed methods deviated from this norm. In these
less common cases, verbal reports served to generate categories for both quantitative
and qualitative analyses in order to extend conceptual understandings of phenomena
appearing in the findings. That is, they went from qualitative to quantitative and then
reverted to qualitative. For example, Chun (2001); Gascoigne (2002) both
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Table 5. Verbal report methodologies of original studies

Verbal report methodology

Study

Number
of
studies

Concurrent verbal reports

Concurrent introspective verbal reports

Concurrent and immediate retrospective
verbal reports

Introspective concurrent, immediate
retrospectiveand delayed retrospective
verbal reports

Concurrent and retrospective

Concurrent and concurrent
introspective
Retrospective

Akpinar (2013); Akyel and Ergetin (2009);
Ali (2013); Alsheikh (2011); Alsheikh and
Mokhtari (2011); Bowles (2004); Comer
(2012a); Daalen-Kapteijns ez al. (2001);
Dressler er al. (2011); Gascoigne (2002);
Ghavamnia ez al. (2013); Godfroid and
Spino (2015); Goo (2010); Gurses and
Adiguzel (2013); Guvendir (2014);
Hamada (2009); Hamada and Park (2011);
Hijikata er al. (2013); Horiba (2013); Hu
and Nassaji (2014); Jahandar ez al. (2012);
Karnal and Pereira (2015); Ketabi ez al.
(2012); Kim and Cha (2015); Ko (2005);
Kremmel ez al. (2015); Leow (2001); Leow
and Morgan-Short (2004); Leow et al.
(2008); Li and Chun (2015); Mahmoudi
(2014); Mohammed ez al. (2015); Morgan-
Short et al. (2012); Nassaji and Hu (2012);
O’Donnell (2009, 2012); Park ez al.
(2014); Radzi and Aziz (2013);
Rossomondo (2007); Rott (2005); Rott
and Gavin (2015); Seng (2007); Shin and
Riazantseva (2015); Stevenson ez al.
(2007); Tabataba’ian and Zabihi (2011);
Tabata-Sandom (2013); Wang (2014);
Yanguas (2009); Yilmaz (2015); Zhang
et al. (2007)

Chun (2001); Comer (2012b, 2014);
Paribakht (2005); Hu and Nassaji (2012);
Yin (2013)

Geladari ez al. (2010); Ghonsooly and
Barghchi (2012); He (2008); Kim (2011);
Liand Suen (2013); Nassaji (2003).

Wesche and Paribakht (2000)

Bengeleil and Paribakht (2004); Camps
(2003); Li and Suen (2015); Vorobel and
Kim (2011); Upton and Lee-Thompson
(2001); Yang (2006)

Bowles and Leow (2005); Lee-Thompson
(2008); Weil (2008)

Godfroid and Schmidtke (2013); Karimi and
Alibakhshi (2014); Kasemsap and Lee
(2015)

50
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successfully employed concurrent verbal reports to code propositions from protocols,
submitted these to statistical analyses and then qualitatively identified and derived
salient points concerning participants under observation from these protocols. In
both cases, the types of data derived from these studies were qualitative and provided
insight into how and why learners engaged in processes.

Across mixed-methods studies, two patterns stood out. First, the number of partic-
ipants varied significantly, ranging from two (Hijikata ez al., 2013) to 253 participants
(Stevenson et al., 2007). In two studies with more than 100 participants, independent
concurrent reports were used (Ko, 2005; Stevenson et al., 2007); in studies with
fewer participants, researchers relied on integrated concurrent reports (e.g. Akpinar,
2013; Ali, 2013). This pattern is reasonable considering the data collection burden
for large numbers of participants. Second, even when researchers analysed verbal
reports qualitatively, they frequently used these results to generate descriptive statisti-
cal analyses (e.g. Lee-Thompson, 2008; Rott, 2005.

Quanmtative studies—Twenty studies in this review involved solely quantitative
analyses. In requiring participants to produce verbal reports, researchers in these
studies tended to assign participants randomly to control and experimental condi-
tions (e.g. Yanguas, 2009; Goo, 2010). Common analyses included ANOVAs (e.g.
Yanguas, 2009; Horiba, 2013) and ¢ tests (Leow, 2001; Karimi & Alibakhshi, 2014);
less frequently, statistical analyses included correlations (Leow, 2001; Morgan-Short
et al., 2012) and ANCOVAs (Seng, 2007; Horiba, 2013). In experimental designs,
comparisons were usually performed—for example, between various types of verbal
reports and the observed effects of varied reading constructs (e.g. Seng, 2007; Goo,
2010) and types of glosses (e.g. Bowles, 2004; O’Donnell, 2009; Yanguas, 2009).
Participants were generally expected to perform reading, production, comprehension,
and recognition tasks in conjunction with concurrent verbal reports.

Significant variation occurred in the number of participants in quantitative studies.
A few studies involved 30-50 participants (e.g. Goo, 2010; Nassaji & Hu, 2012),
while several others included somewhat larger numbers, 70-80 participants (e.g.
Leow, 2001; Horiba, 2013). In several studies, quantitative studies involved more
than 100 participants (e.g. Rossomondo, 2007; Godfroid & Spino, 2015). In two
studies, only four individuals participated (Tabataba’ian & Zabihi, 2011; Kim &
Cha, 2015). Across quantitative studies, researchers relied mostly on independent
concurrent reports irrespective of the quantitative method and the number of partici-
pants involved.

Qualitative orientation—In 18 studies, solely qualitative analyses were used on ver-
bal report data. Researchers in these studies used verbal reports to obtain qualitative
information, such as characteristics of readers’ processes (Chun, 2001; Gascoigne,
2002) and readers’ uses of different reading strategies in different languages
(Hamada, 2009; Alsheikh, 2011; Vorobel & Kim, 2011).

Several of the studies involved coding information from verbal reports in conjunc-
tion with descriptive statistics, followed by narrative explanations of patterns emerg-
ing from the findings (e.g. Alsheikh, 2011; Dressler et al., 2011). Others relied strictly
on inductive qualitative analyses (e.g. Yang, 2006; Kim, 2011; Vorobel & Kim,
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2011). For example, Upton and Lee-Thompson (2001) coded the data from concur-
rent and retrospective protocols based on Pressley and Afflerbach’s (1995) three
reading strategy types (i.e. identifying, monitoring and evaluating) and then created
classifications of these types based on patterns found in the reports. Nassaji (2003)
approached his study quite differently, assigning values of 0, 1, or 2 to students’ ver-
bal responses to represent their success in inferring word meanings from context.
Subsequently, he used the ratings to describe patterns in students’ verbal reports and
the circumstances under which certain strategies often became apparent.

The number of participants involved in qualitative studies ranged from 1 to 21.
Very few studies involved fewer than three participants (e.g. Alsheikh, 2011; Kim,
2011; Radzi & Aziz, 2013) and most studies involved participants toward the higher
end of this range (e.g. Nassaji, 2003; Yang, 2006; Vorobel & Kim, 2011). Yet the
number of participants had little impact of the type of methodology used, as research-
ers were just as likely to use independent and integrated concurrent reports with large
samples as with smaller ones. While some researchers relied on concurrent verbal
reports (e.g. Hamada, 2009; Alsheikh, 2011), many used concurrent reports in com-
bination with retrospective reports to facilitate qualitative analyses of verbal report
data (e.g. Yang, 2006; Kim, 2011).

Studies focused on the methodology of verbal reports—Only eight studies focused on
verbal reporting as a method, that is, the way in which this method was deployed to
address reading processes. Among these studies, the concept of reactivity of verbal
reports, particularly with reference to comprehension, appeared in six of these stud-
ies (Leow & Morgan-Short, 2004; Bowles & Leow, 2005; Goo, 2010; Jahandar
et al., 2012; Gurses & Adiguzel, 2013; Godfroid & Spino, 2015). In the remaining
studies, concurrent and retrospective reports helped determine how participants
identified target forms (Camps, 2003) and examine factors which lead to anxiety
when reading in a FL (Guvendir, 2014). Overall, researchers employed concurrent
and metalinguistic verbal reports simultaneously (e.g. Bowles & Leow, 2005), con-
current verbal reports independently (e.g. Goo, 2010; Godfroid & Spino, 2015),
and concurrent and retrospective verbal reports in conjunction with each other
(Camps, 2003).

Across these studies, there were disparities. In one study, investigation of met-
alinguistic and non-metalinguistic verbal reports revealed that participants in the
non-metalinguistic condition performed better on comprehension measures than
participants in the metalinguistic condition (Bowles & Leow, 2005). Similarly, a
positive significant effect of verbal protocols on readers’ comprehension was
reported in Jahandar ez al. (2012). In another study, thinking-aloud had no effect
on EFL readers’ comprehension (Godfroid & Spino, 2015). In other studies,
where concurrent, introspective (or metalinguistic) reports were compared, partic-
ipants’ use of concurrent verbal reports in the absence of introspection/metalin-
guistic features had no detrimental effect on adult readers’ comprehension (Leow
& Morgan-Short, 2004), neither did it negatively impact the learning target (Goo,
2010). In all studies where the effects of verbal reports were investigated,
researchers primarily deployed quantitative measures, generally in experimental
designs.
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Significant patterns and interpretive commentary—OQverall, several patterns emerged
in investigating the types of verbal report methodology used within and across mixed-
method, quantitative, and qualitative studies. Independent concurrent verbal reports,
integrated concurrent reports, and retrospective reports appeared most commonly.
The concurrent method appeared equally in quantitative and mixed-method studies
but was less frequent in qualitative studies. Based on these findings, we identified
methodological concerns in relation to quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods
approaches.

Concerns using verbal report methods—Given that most studies that reported a theoreti-
cal basis employed a cognitivist approach to verbal reports, a central concern involves
the validity of verbal reports. Researchers either inconsistently described the condi-
tions under which participants were required to verbalise or they failed to do so alto-
gether. Absent this description, it was impossible to know the social circumstances
that impinged on the production of verbal protocols. In a large number of cases where
the verbal report strategy was used, participants practiced and subsequently per-
formed the task independently before engaging in the experimental condition. How-
ever, researchers provided little or no information about the conditions under which
these participants verbalised their thoughts. Consequently, the extent to which
reports reflected the conditions for verbalising remained unknown (see Ericsson &
Simon, 1984; Cohen, 1995).

In their original recommendations about the use of verbal reports, Ericsson and
Simon (1984) noted the role of individual differences in participants’ ability to pro-
duce think-aloud reports and cautioned researchers to guard against equating partici-
pants’ general verbal ability with their ability to report verbally, a recommendation
echoed by Spivey and King (1989). The extent to which participants are able to
reflect and report thus influences results (see Cohen, 1995), and in the case of ELLs,
recognising the complexity involved in the basic processes of producing protocols
seems warranted. As explained by Ericsson and Simon (1984):

Persons fluent in a second language can usually think aloud in that language even while
thinking internally in the oral code of their native language or in non-oral code. In this
case, there is nearly a one-to-one mapping between structures in the oral code of the first
language and the code of the second language that is used for vocalization. How much the
thinking is slowed down will then be a function of the subject’s skill in the second lan-

guage. (p. 250)

While researchers often cite the training provided to participants for its capacity to
enhance participants’ verbal reporting abilities, most studies, unlike the previous
work of Jiménez er al. (1995), provide no evidence to indicate that participants’ ver-
balisation capacities were assessed, nor is there any acknowledgement of the possible
impact this factor might have had on findings (see Cohen, 1995). The majority of
studies provided participants with instructions that purportedly allowed them to ver-
balise in a preferred language as well as to reduce constraints on verbalisation. How-
ever, oral- or written-language proficiencies need not be consistent with inherent
capacity to report the contents of memory; therefore, assessments of language profi-
ciency are not necessarily an accurate representation of participants’ verbalisation
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Verbal reports in reading 99

capacities. The absence of this distinction between linguistic capacity and deploying
that capacity strategically may have inhibited the identification of differences in ver-
balisation and thereby affected comparisons in many studies reviewed. Jiménez et al.
(1995) showed, when eliciting think-alouds from two bilingual Latina speakers and a
monolingual English speaker while exploring cognitive and metacognitive knowledge
during reading, that considering both the bilingual students’ ability and willingness to
think aloud while reading in Spanish (i.e. and not the target language, English) as well
as ‘the bilingual students’ ability to think aloud while simultaneously reading silently’
(p. 71) were crucial to obtaining a representative account of participants’ thinking
about reading. The researchers (see Jiménez et al., 1996) also allowed their partici-
pants to think-aloud during their reading of both Spanish and English texts as well as
to engage in both prompted and unprompted think-alouds to facilitate representative-
ness of reporting in ways that acknowledged linguistic difference. Such practices can
prove useful for studies that deploy verbal reporting with second-language speakers
and bilingual or multilingual learners.

Concerns with quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods analyses—Verbal reports as a
methodological tool, and as conceived within a cognitivist perspective, intend to cap-
ture the contents of memory associated with the reading process (as well as various
other tasks, depending upon the study goals). In utilising this tool, the majority of
studies relied on mixed-methods and to a lesser degree quantitative approaches. The
preponderance of mixed-method approaches suggests that researchers initially used
quantitative analysis and then employed qualitative techniques to further explore
specific instances or cases. However, as we have illustrated, though mixed-method
studies primarily reflected qualitative data collection methods, they relied heavily on
quantitative analysis of the data collected, leaving a gap in the exploration of how
reading processes occur.

The prominence of quantitative results from verbal protocol research echoes
Fitzgerald’s (1995) findings. While quantitative research is warranted in the context
of LL reading studies, exploring reading processes via qualitative research through
verbal reports remains crucial. In fact, capitalising on qualitative information within
quantitative studies could illuminate specific reading processes while minimising the
focus on the products of reading. The recognition that verbal reports may not merely
be used as a means of deriving information for coding in quantitative analysis but can
also serve as a functional tool for understanding the qualitative processes of readers,
implies that more may be done to explore the manner in which LLs accomplish read-
ing tasks. It is also important to recognise the use of qualitative methods within a
quantitatively conceived study of literacy is not the same approach as an exploratory,
interpretive study of literacy in context.

Though few in number, the instances in which researchers used a three-pronged
approach to mixed-method studies—from qualitative to quantitative and then back
to qualitative—attempt to present a holistic view of LLs’ reading processes. This
three-pronged approach presented an opportunity to rely on qualitative interview and
observation data, and therefore allowed for access to the ‘how’ of .2 reading through
identification of nuances in language use during verbalisation. In contrast, the oppor-
tunity to then transition to a reliance on quantitative data allowed for access to the
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‘what’ of L2 reading through taxonomies that clearly articulated entities within read-
ing strategies and processes as well as the connections across these elements. Further-
more, the pattern noted earlier in which integrated concurrent and retrospective
reports functioned particularly well within qualitative studies seems to suggest that
the combination of other methods of verbal reports with concurrent methodologies
may provide greater insight into the ways in which multilingual students make sense
of L1, L2 and L3 reading. Adoption of a qualitative —»quantitative —»qualitative para-
digm in studies where concurrent reports are combined with alternative formats such
as retrospection thus seems to have the potential to provide insight into what students
do in reading while also clarifying reasons for students’ uses of certain reading pro-
cesses as well as the manner in which those processes transpire during reading. In
other words, in cases where researchers collected protocol information, subsequently
conducted quantitative analyses and described the underlying reasons and factors
(see Chun, 2001; Gascoigne, 2002), it was more useful when retrospective protocols
were also collected.

Beyond this, a more complex qualitative—quantitative—qualitative approach seems
inadequate even when researchers use solely cognitivist approaches and information-
processing models. As discussed earlier, in the field of applied linguistics, and consid-
ering the work of Firth and Wagner (1997) that acknowledged the need for examining
language use and acquisition within the social contexts in which they are situated, it is
possible to consider the socially situated nature of verbal protocols in data collection,
transcription and analysis within the context of verbal reporting that focuses on liter-
acy processes (see Deschambault, 2012). Researchers are already experimenting with
sociocultural approaches to collecting and analysing verbal reports for the purposes of
assessing culturally and linguistically diverse learners in areas such as cognitive inter-
viewing and field methods (e.g. Willis & Miller, 2011). Opportunities to tap into LLs’
reading processes through alternative methods such as these hold promise.

Geographical, demographic, and linguistic concerns. QOur second guiding question for
this review prompted us to examine the role of verbal reports when used to explore
reading processes in various contexts, with multiple languages and for different learn-
ers. We now examine geographical, demographic and linguistic patterns in the studies
reviewed.

Geographical context—Approximately equal numbers of research studies drew on
work in the USA (e.g. Goo, 2010; Alsheikh, 2011; Wang, 2014) and non-US territo-
ries. Of the non-US territories reported, locations included Canada (three studies:
e.g. Wesche & Paribakht, 2000; Nassaji, 2003; Nassaji & Hu, 2012), Korea (two
studies: Ko, 2005; Kim & Cha, 2015). Each other country had one study: Austria
(Kremmel ez al., 2015), Belgium (Godfroid & Schmidtke, 2013), China (Li & Chun,
2015), Iran (Paribakht, 2005), Iraq (Mohammed et al., 2015), Libya (Bengeleil &
Paribakht, 2004), Malaysia (Ali, 2013; Radzi & Aziz, 2013), New Zealand (Tabata-
Sandom, 2013), Romania (Geladari er al., 2010), Taiwan (Yang, 2006; Chou,
2013), Thailand (Kasemsap & Lee, 2015), the Netherlands (Stevenson ez al., 2007),
Turkey (Akyel & Ergetin, 2009), and Singapore (Zhang et al., 2007).
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Verbal reports in reading 101

In the US studies, independent concurrent reports were the predominant method
used (e.g. Gascoigne, 2002; Rossomondo, 2007; Alsheikh, 2011). In non-US studies,
researchers tended to use multiple concurrent methods. Among these, concurrent-
retrospective reports were most common (Wesche & Paribakht, 2000; Nassaji, 2003;
Bengeleil & Paribakht, 2004; Paribakht, 2005; Yang, 2006; Geladari ez al., 2010),
though in some instances, researchers used independent concurrent methods (e.g.
Ko, 2005; Stevenson et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2007; Akyel & Ergetin, 2009). When
integrated reporting methods were used in non-US studies, researchers tended to
report qualitative results that focused primarily on the ways participants used knowl-
edge strategies, the varieties of strategies used, and the differences in the kinds of
knowledge sources that LLLs relied on for reading.

Age and level of education—Of the studies that referenced participants’ ages, some
analysed participants 15 years old or younger (e.g. Daalen-Kapteijns et al., 2001;
Dressler er al., 2011) and another analysed subjects between 16 and 47 (e.g. Gas-
coigne, 2002; Alsheikh & Mokhtari, 2011; Shin & Riazantseva, 2015). Though speci-
fic age ranges for participants in numerous studies were not provided, most studies
specified participants’ levels of education. Of the research studies in which level of
schooling was stated, nine involved K-12 students (e.g. Zhang etz al., 2007; Yin,
2013), 27 involved undergraduate students (e.g. Leow, 2001; Ali, 2013; Chou,
2013), and seven examined graduate students (e.g. Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001;
Lee-Thompson, 2008; Alsheikh, 2011).

In studies where verbal reports were used to explore reading at the K-12 level, the
majority of participants were in middle or high school. Two exceptions involved pri-
mary grade students who were required to produce concurrent and retrospective
reports (Kim, 2011) and concurrent and introspective verbal protocols (Hu & Nas-
saji, 2012). All other participants provided concurrent reports while reading, and
information obtained from the data was primarily quantitative. The use of older stu-
dents from the K-12 span is also consistent with the maturity required for the extra
attention used in protocol reporting (Spivey & King, 1989).

For undergraduate students—the education level studied most frequently—con-
current reports were most common and researchers often reported quantitative char-
acteristics of students’ reading processes (e.g. Ko, 2005; Weil, 2008; Horiba, 2013).
Even in the few instances where integrated concurrent methods were used with
undergraduate students (Chun, 2001; Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001; Camps,
2003; Paribakht, 2005; Vorobel & Kim, 2011), researchers reported quantitative data
such as comparisons between first and second semester students who maintained
higher scores (Camps, 2003) and learner performance on tests with the presence or
absence of an internal glossary (Chun, 2001). Three studies in which integrated con-
current methods were used deviated from this norm (Paribakht, 2005; Weil, 2008;
Vorobel & Kim, 2011). For instance, Paribakht (2005) used concurrent introspective
reports to access the variety of knowledge sources that students used when reading as
well as instances of inferring lexical versus non-lexicalised target words. Similarly,
Vorobel and Kim (2011) relied on concurrent retrospective reports to identify themes
such as using hypermedia, dialoguing, previewing and determining what to read in
participants’ online reading strategies. Weil (2008) also followed a process of coding,
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identifying categories from participants’ protocols based on their concurrent think-
alouds as they deployed strategies while reading a challenging passage.

In the few studies of graduate students’ verbal reports, integrated concurrent and
independent concurrent measures were used, yet we observed no clear patterns in
their use. In summary, think-alouds tend to be conducted within educational con-
texts, in independent concurrent format and using quantitative analyses regardless of
the grade levels and ages of participants.

Languages and language use—We gathered information about the languages used
and the nature of language use (i.e. bilingual, multilingual, 1.1, 1.2). Certain studies
also indicated participants’ levels of .1 and L2 proficiency. Despite their focus on
reading, very few studies reported participants’ levels of reading proficiency in L.2.

Researchers used verbal reports with a wide array of language types. However, lan-
guages often served very different functions. The most common language observed
was English, used as both a second language and a native language. Participants who
were native English speakers typically produced verbalisations in English (e.g. Gas-
coigne, 2002; Karnal & Pereira, 2015); in some instances where a foreign language
was being learned, no reference was made to the language of verbal reporting (e.g.
German: Chun, 2001; Spanish: Goo, 2010). Non-native English-speaking partici-
pants varied widely in their proficiencies with I.2s as measured by a variety of compre-
hension and language assessments; for these learners, verbalisations were registered
in either the native language (e.g. Chinese: Nassaji, 2003; Farsi: Paribakht, 2005; Kor-
ean: Weil, 2008) or in English (e.g. Comer, 2012a; Li & Suen, 2013). Two studies
concentrated on Spanish learners’ verbalisations (Leow & Morgan-Short, 2004;
O’Donnell, 2009), and one study, much like the research undertaken by Jiménez
et al. (1996) that allowed students to verbalise in both Spanish and English, required
graduate students to provide concurrent reporting of thoughts as they read in three
target languages, Hausa, English and French (i.e. Alsheikh, 2011). Because of incon-
sistencies in the number and variety of languages functioning as L1 and L2, it was dif-
ficult to determine whether patterns existed in verbal report use and to identify
patterns.

Notwithstanding these difficulties, the many instances where participants produced
verbal reports in English drew from both concurrent and integrated concurrent meth-
ods, and despite the verbal report method used in these studies, researchers deployed
qualitative analyses, making it possible to report factors such as varieties of strategies
used (Alsheikh, 2011), differences arising from vocabulary, orthography, grammar,
and background knowledge (Lee-Thompson, 2008), and the ways in which ESL
learners relied on their L1 and 1.2 (Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001) during reading.
Specifically, the findings indicated a limited use of reading strategies in native lan-
guage as compared with English and French, with most proficient readers using a
greater variety of strategies (Alsheikh, 2011); a total of 12 bottom-up and 15 top-
down strategies used in text comprehension where common difficulties experienced
by learners were vocabulary, orthography, grammar and background (Lee-Thomp-
son, 2008); and a situation where intermediate ESL students tended to think about
and process the 1.2 reading task using their 1.1 more frequently than advanced ESL
students (Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001).
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Verbal reports in reading 103

Language proficiency and reading proficiency—Research studies that allowed partici-
pants to choose the verbalisation language based on how proficient they were tended
to focus on intermediate learners of English (e.g. Ko, 2005; Akpinar, 2013). Fewer
studies reported including advanced proficiency students (Bengeleil & Paribakht,
2004; Akyel & Ergetin, 2009; Hu & Nassaji, 2012) and low proficiency LLs
(O’Donnell, 2012; Kasemsap & Lee, 2015).

A few researchers used verbal reports to explore the role of language or reading pro-
ficiency in readers’ performance. Among these was Dressler ez al.’s (2011) investiga-
tion of 12 fifth-grade Spanish-speaking ELLLs’ concurrent verbalisations of cognate
knowledge in assigning meaning to English words. In addition, researchers used con-
current retrospective and concurrent introspective reports to determine the effects of
university students’ L2 lexicalisation on inferencing from the perspective of EFL
learners’ L2 proficiency (Bengeleil & Paribakht, 2004) and from the standpoint of LL1
lexicalisation of target English words (Paribakht, 2005). Upton and Lee-Thompson
(2001), also working with university-level 1.2 students, relied on concurrent and ret-
rospective reports to understand the reading proficiencies of .2 learners and how they
used their L2 to understand L2 general expository text. Interestingly, the findings
across studies differed significantly.

Significant parterns and interpretive commentary—Researchers primarily focused on
verbal reports of EFL and ESL learners, with an emphasis on intermediate-level
learners. The majority of reports came from undergraduate-level students and inter-
mediate or high school learners at the K-12 level; across these populations, concur-
rent reporting tended to be the norm, with a focus on quantitative results. In most
studies, researchers did not acknowledge effects of individual differences in verbal
reporting or provide information about the languages in which participants verbalised
and the relationship with participants’ developmental and linguistic backgrounds.
The failure of researchers to provide participants’ ages has been previously identified
as problematic (e.g. Bernhardt, 2005). Beyond this, clear evidence from studies such
as that conducted by Pritchard (1990) where think-alouds were elicited from adoles-
cent American and Palauan students, indicates that the process of verbal reporting
can provide information about how students’ cultural background influences the way
in which reading is processed and comprehended.

Although relatively few studies focused on K-12 learners, and even fewer on the
lower elementary grades, learners’ age differences emerged as one of the important
factors. Fitzgerald (1995) noted researchers’ tendency to focus on adult learners
when studying reading processes using verbal reports; this tendency is most likely
related to Ericsson and Simon’s (1993) observation that younger learners are less
likely to be able to report their thought processes. However, as Pressley and Affler-
bach (1995) note, the assumption that a certain educational level automatically trans-
lates into expert reader status fails to account for individual differences among
readers and variations in their knowledge, experiences, and interpretations of texts. In
fact, much like third- and fourth-grade users’ think-alouds in elementary foreign lan-
guage immersion programmes reflected the strategies they used during classroom
reading and writing (Chamot & El Dinary, 1999), the success experienced with
younger students from one study in this review shows that verbal reports can elicit
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substantive information from such students (Kim, 2011). This evidence is aligned
with previous research conducted by Chamot and El Dinary (1999) that showed that
the use of think-alouds with third- and fourth-grade learners in elementary foreign lan-
guage immersion programmes helped to illustrate strategies they used to engage in
reading and writing tasks.

Given that concerns about validity and reactivity are the most prevalent reasons for
not using verbal reports with younger learners, a sociocultural perspective may be a
fruitful alternative.

Most researchers did not attend to individual differences in participants’ develop-
mental and linguistic backgrounds. Overall, there was limited information about
social contexts and learner backgrounds. There were occasional exceptions (Alsheikh,
2011). As Bernhardt (2005) notes, many studies involve LL participants from similar
multilingual backgrounds, but whose experiences with any given language vary. With
little information about participants’ individual developmental and language learning
backgrounds, it is difficult to account for variations among students. We would need
to know more about year of first exposure to the L1, time spent learning the L1, num-
ber of countries in which students lived, number of languages spoken in the country
in which students lived, language predominantly spoken in the home, and language
officially learned by students in school. A fuller account of LLLs’ reading processes
would require more robust data about their varied backgrounds—their home lan-
guages and cultures—and analysis of this information to inform the verbal reports
produced within a given context, all of which are influenced by participants’ diverse
backgrounds (NCTE, 2008).

Conclusion

This methodological review synthesised original studies published between 2000 and
2015 in which verbal reports were used to gather information about the reading pro-
cesses of LLs. We observed: (a) a focus on strategy use, vocabulary, comprehension,
and technology when using verbal report methods with LLs; (b) a tendency to report
quantitative information regardless of the type of verbal reporting method and the
component of reading explored; (c) the predominance of independent concurrent
methods in studies that emphasise the reading product, and of integrated verbal
reports (i.e. concurrent and other verbal report methods) in sociocultural studies that
reflect the reading process; (d) a heavy reliance on L1 reading and language models to
undergird studies in instances where theoretical frameworks were present; (e) con-
cerns about validity in studies based on cognitivist models of verbal reports; (f) a ten-
dency to use concurrent verbal reports (independently or in conjunction with other
verbal report methods) in studies; (g) a tendency to use integrated concurrent meth-
ods in qualitative studies; (h) a tendency to use a qualitative »quantitative versus a
qualitative »quantitative —»qualitative verbal reporting paradigm across studies; (i)
controversial effects of concurrent (non-metalinguistic) and introspective (metalin-
guistic) verbal reporting methods on LLs’ comprehension and acquisition of tense;
() a reliance on solely quantitative measures to explore the ways in which verbal
reports function for LLs; (k) a tendency to use independent concurrent methods and
to report quantitative results in US contexts, and a tendency to use integrated
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Verbal reports in reading 105

concurrent methods and to report qualitative results beyond the USA; (1) a dearth of
information about the languages used by participants to verbalise thought; (m) a
focus on ESL and EFL learners (as opposed to bilingual or multilingual speakers) for
verbal reporting; (n) an inclination to mention the language proficiency of partici-
pants but not their reading proficiency; and (o) a focus on intermediate-level learners
of English.

Recommendations

Based on these findings, we make several recommendations for improving the use of
verbal reports to study the reading processes of LLs.

Embrace a more holistic view of verbal reports. A general consensus exists (Fitzgerald,
1995; Bowles, 2008; Cohen, 2013) that more systematic research is needed to facili-
tate the modification of the verbal report tool for use with ELLs. A holistic view of
reading research involving verbal reports will require us to dismantle dichotomies that
adopt a single perspective, and instead look towards an approach where sociocultural
and cognitivist approaches are both used to explain how LLs talk about their thinking
during reading. This recommendation is aligned with the reconceptualisation of
research in SLA proposed by Firth and Wagner (1997), who called for an extension
of examinations of language use and acquisition beyond cognitivist perspectives
towards orientations that foregrounded the social and contextual factors involved in
this process.

Future studies with verbal reports might productively consider Vygotsky’s (1987)
account of how participants’ verbalisations regulate their evolving conceptualisations
while reading. As a tool that elicits ‘talk about thinking’, verbal reports may produc-
tively be used in literacy research to study the social nature of speech (Smagorinsky,
2011). This perspective, which highlights the importance of the sociocultural in read-
ing while also attending to the cognitive capacities of the reader, provides an alterna-
tive to solely cognitive uses of verbal reports (e.g. Bowles & Leow, 2005; Bowles,
2010a,b). A focus on whether contents of the mind can be directly accessed in verbal
reports is often useful. However, attention to the negotiation that occurs within the
context of the ‘conversation’ between the participant and researcher, a perspective
more in line with a sociocultural approach, can also illuminate L2 reading (Smith &
King, 2013). To investigate I.LLs’ reading processes from a sociocultural perspective
would require researchers to use more qualitative analyses of reports. Considering the
social factors embedded in the reading task, as well as the interactions between
researcher and participants, could be useful.

Systematically explore students’ thinking in conjunction with multimodal forms of literacy,
ranging from the Internet to other technological and mobile tools. Researchers would do
well to explore the use of verbal report measures for studying LLs as they develop
online reading comprehension characterised by ‘reading to define important ques-
tions’, ‘reading to locate information’, ‘reading to evaluate information’, ‘reading to
synthesise information’ and ‘reading and writing to communicate information’ (Leu
et al., 2012). Although the nature and definition of literacy has evolved significantly
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(Coiro er al., 2008; Lankshear & Knobel, 2011; The New London Group, 1996;
Street, 1995), we do not yet know enough about whether and how verbal reports can
help analyse social practices surrounding LLs’ literacy development. Park and Kim
(2016) explored how five ELLs used ‘hybrid’ online reading strategies, transferring
existing reading strategies from reading in print to reading in online contexts, but
more work along these lines is needed. Researchers’ emphasis on traditional forms of
reading fails to capture the more dynamic processes occurring in this era of multilit-
eracies.

Attend to the reading theories underlying studies in which they use verbal reports. When a
theoretical framework was used, research on L2 reading remains grounded in L1 the-
oretical reading models, despite the concerns that cross-linguistic and social elements
may not be fully captured by the use of verbal reports within such models (see Bern-
hardt, 2005, 2011; Fitzgerald, 1995, 2005; Grabe, 2009; Kim, 2011). Researchers
should ensure that there is an appropriate theoretical account of how LLs read under-
lying their work. The studies relying on L2 reading and language models in this study
provide a basis for doing so. Alternatively, grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
can be used to generate data from verbal reports for constant comparative analyses.
Reading and language models that take into account cross-linguistic processes
involved in bi- and multilingual contexts, as well as focusing on theories that explain
the reading processes of LLLs, can benefit L2 and multilingual students in the field.

Consider using verbal reports when examining LLs’ reading processes within the elementary
grades, both in the USA and beyond. Studies in this review illustrate that LLs in the
primary grades are capable of verbalising thought while they read. As illustrated in
this review, this tool holds promise for studying literacy in younger students, espe-
cially when integrated verbal reporting measures are drawn upon and a sociocultural
approach is used.

Use multiple forms of verbal reporting (i.e. concurrent—introspective, concurrent—retrospec-
tive) within studies. The preponderance of concurrent methods across the board sug-
gest that there is a need for multiple forms of verbal reporting as a means of capturing
linguistic and metalinguistic processes in reading. Moreover, the tendency to obtain
quantitative information about LLLs’ reading processes through the use of concurrent
methods suggests that there is much to be learned from integrating concurrent mea-
sures with other forms of verbal reporting.

Place more emphasis on the value of qualitative inquiry to LL and SLA research as a means
of elucidating the reading process. Rather than functioning primarily as a tool for cod-
ing categories in preparation for quantitative analysis, qualitative inquiry may provide
vivid depictions of reading. In addition, qualitative inquiry allows for examination of
how individual differences and learner language backgrounds influence reading. In
this context, combining concurrent and retrospective reports to explore how LLs
make sense of text can prove useful.

The recommendations based on this review are in no way exhaustive but suggest
several promising ways forward for using and examining verbal report measures in
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Verbal reports in reading 107
the LL reading field. We trust that researchers will use these insights to continue to

expand their research on verbal reports as a mechanism for better understanding LLLs’
reading processes, both within and beyond the USA.

NOTE

Enhanced input in Leow (2001) constituted a written text with the following modifications: (1) shortening the
text from 384 words of the unenhanced text to 242 when leaving out details, (2) ‘underlining all verb forms’,
and (3) bolding only verb endings (the formal imperative morpheme): ‘Haga y ponga una lista en la puerta de
la nevera’ (p. 500). The underlying goal of making these enhancements was to attract participants’ attention
to the target forms and to enhance their noticing or processing. The same text without these modifications was
called unenhanced
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