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Abstract
In this article, we explore the methodology that an EFL teacher devel-
oped for his students during their teaching-learning process in order 
to improve the academic achievement of the students for the National-
High-School-Graduation Examination (Bachillerato Exam) in the coming 
years. This study was conducted at public high school from Buenos Aires, 
Puntarenas and was addressed to one-eleventh-grade group. Based on 
the research findings, we intended to coach the teacher and to advise him 
about the plausible methodological line he might follow in terms of tech-
niques, strategies, and skills in order to have his students increase their 
academic achievement for passing the National-High-School-Graduation 
Exam in the future. 
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Resumen 
En este artículo, exploramos la metodología empleada por un docente de 
inglés durante el proceso de enseñanza y aprendizaje, con el propósito 
de mejorar el rendimiento académico de sus discentes para el examen de 
inglés de bachillerato en los años venideros. El estudio se desarrolló al 

Revista de Lenguas Modernas, N.° 25, 2016  /  181-197  /  ISSN: 1659-1933



182 Revista de Lenguas Modernas, N.° 25, 2016  /  181-197  /  ISSN: 1659-1933

Introduction

Second language learning is 
an ongoing process since 
knowledge of a target lan-

guage is always emerging. In fact, 
for a long time, the teaching of a sec-
ond tongue has been done through 
the development of the four skills. 
Brown (2001) states that “for more 
than six decades now, research and 
practice in English language teaching 
has identified the “four skills”-listen-
ing, speaking, reading and writing- as 
of paramount importance. ESL cur-
ricula and textbooks around the world 
tend to focus on one or two of the four 
skills, sometimes to the exclusion of 
the others” (p. 232). This is the case 
of the reading skill, which is prob-
ably treated in a separate segment by 
Costa Rican teachers, for the National-
High-School-Graduation Examination 
focuses on multiple-choice-reading-
comprehension questions.

For years, the teaching of English 
in Costa Rican public middle and high 
schools has been limited to a great ex-
tent to the development of a teaching 
methodology focused on both reading 
strategies and techniques, along with 
the memorization of grammar struc-
tures and vocabulary items. Such meth-
odology is developed since students 
need to pass the National High-School 

Graduation Exam at the end of the 
school year. As a result, various teach-
ers might still believe that teaching 
reading centers on providing learners 
with a whole lot of lists of vocabulary 
and structures in isolation and rote-
reading comprehension exercises that 
often thwart the students and may 
result in apathy towards the target 
language. In fact, teaching reading 
comprehension is a process that goes 
beyond giving learners texts and long 
lists of unknown words for them to 
memorize and then solve a set of writ-
ten exercises. Certainly, it implies 
complex cognitive, metacognitive, and 
critical thinking skills for decoding, 
understanding, making inferences, 
and interpreting text taking into ac-
count textual and contextual clues.

Added to this, grammar and vocabu-
lary are two core areas of language that 
complement the teaching of English 
in Costa Rica. In a study carried out 
with tenth and eleventh graders in pri-
vate and public, urban and rural high 
schools in Heredia about the methodol-
ogy used by teachers, the implementa-
tion of the Communicative Approach 
and its relationship with the National-
High-School-Graduation Examination, 
Domian et al (2010) state that “gram-
mar and vocabulary predominate as 
the teaching methodology” (p. 47). 
Such an argument clearly points out 

eliminar la posible dirección metodológica que el docente podría usar en clase para que 
los estudiantes puedan mejorar el rendimiento académico y aprobar el examen de inglés 
de bachillerato. Contempló un grupo de 19 estudiantes de undécimo nivel de un colegio 
público de Buenos Aires de Puntarenas. Según los resultados obtenidos, los investigado-
res ofrecieron capacitación metodológica y retroalimentación.

Palabras claves: metodología, rendimiento académico, estrategias, técnicas, habilidades, 
enfoque metodológico de lectura, comprensión de lectura, enseñanza
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that many English teachers in Costa 
Rica do not follow a communicative 
methodology as part of their daily les-
sons. Indeed, in various Costa Rican 
communities, several EFL teachers 
working in public schools might focus 
their academic English lessons on the 
development of both reading strategies 
and techniques due to the previous-
ly mentioned nature of the National 
High-School Graduation Exam. This 
methodology variation is probably the 
result of teachers developing areading-
comprehension-oriented methodology 
as a way to have students pass the Na-
tional-High-School-Graduation Test. 
As to this point, Quesada affirmed: 
“many teachers receive some plausible 
pressure in order for them to teach for 
the National-High-School-Graduation 
Exam” (qtd. in Domian et al, 2010, p. 
47). In sum, most high school princi-
pals are concerned about numbers, 
namely, they are interested in obtain-
ing the best National-Graduation Ex-
amination achievement level and the 
highest test scores.

In sum, one key factor that seemed 
to be affecting the communicative 
teaching of English is the development 
of an effective methodology. Hence, it 
is highly necessary for an instructor 
to pick out a methodology with a ra-
tionale and tenets that are oriented 
to his learners’ needs. Although the 
methodology a teacher uses for teach-
ing a lesson constitutes an important 
component of the students’ academic 
achievement, there are other factors 
that might affect their progress such 
as aptitude, motivation, age, learner 
types, anxiety, self-confidence, rela-
tionship to the teacher, and attitude 
towards language learning (Lindsay 
and Knight, 2006). This means that 

while some language teachers might 
use integrated-skills oriented methods, 
others may focus their EFL lessons on 
reading.  Furthermore, the washback 
or backwash effect (the influence of a 
test on teaching) could also affect the 
academic achievement of the students 
since the backwash effect might bring 
on an either positive or negative im-
pact on the students’ test scores. 

By and large, the research revolves 
around the exploration of the meth-
odology that the EFL teacher from a 
public high school, in Buenos Aires, 
Puntarenas develops for his students 
during their teaching-learning pro-
cess. This is in order to gain insights 
to make progress in terms of their 
academic achievement as to the mini-
mum grade (70) to pass the National-
High-School-Graduation Examination. 
This means that if a student increases 
comprehension, he will enhance his 
academic achievement in terms of test 
scores. As a result, pupils might not 
fail a reading test or course if they are 
exposed to a reading-skill-building pro-
cess since they are in seventh grade. 
Since MEP grades the National-High-
School-Graduation Test quantitative-
ly, it results necessary for any teacher 
of English to develop a reading meth-
odology that aids learners to increase 
comprehension in order to obtain pass-
ing test scores.

The following table shows the Test 
Promotion rate of the public school un-
der this study during three years:
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Table 1
National-High-School-Graduation 

Exam Promotion from to 2012 to 2014.

Year 2012 2013 2014
Percentage of  

Promotion
49.60% 54% 41.66%

Source: Data taken from Reports of MEP Board 
of Quality Control.

In 2014, the results of the Nation-
al-High-School-Graduation Examina-
tion were rather low and alarming, 
for only 5 out of 12 students taking 
the English test were able to pass it. 
Namely, 41.66% of the pupils passed it, 
and 58.34% failed it. On this account, 
such results were a matter of concern 
to all high school faculty staff, and an 
immediate intervention was required. 
At this time, it is difficult to assert why 
a quantitative difference affected test 
promotion from one year to another, 
considering the fact that the same 
teacher taught the three generations. 

In this study, the following re-
search questions arose:

1.	 What target contents and linguistic 
objectives does the English teacher 
from Liceo Concepción de Pilas use 
with eleventh graders as part of his 
teaching methodology?

2.	 How does the EFL teacher from 
Liceo Concepción de Pilas teach 
reading comprehension to eleventh 
graders for the National-High-
School-Graduation Examination?

3.	 What are the test items that most 
eleventh graders failed in the 
National-High-School-Graduation 
Test in terms of the reading 
strategies that were involved?

Theoretical Considerations

The teaching of reading has become 
a topic of discussion in the field of edu-
cation studies since teaching reading 
might seem an easy job to do. Rath-
er, this process is cumbersome, for a 
teacher teaches a student to build his 
own understanding of print in order to 
convey meaning.

It is important to clarify the 
definitions of the terms reading and 
comprehension  that this research 
study abides by. The former accounts 
for an eloquent process whereby 
learners blend schemata and text 
content in order to construct and 
express meaning. Anderson states: 
“Reading is a fluent process of readers 
combining information from a text and 
their own background knowledge to 
build meaning” (qtd. in Nunan, 2003, 
p. 68). The latter is comprehension, 
which is the goal of the reading process. 
Comprehension is the proper perception 
a reader has of a text. According to 
Anderson, “reading is understood as 
the core and most important goal of 
literacy, and it contains four important 
elements: strategies or techniques, 
fluency, the reader and the text (qtd. in 
Nunan, 2003, 68). All of the previously 
mentioned aspects combined make 
reading a meaningful process that leads 
pupils to successful comprehension.

As stated before, reading is an es-
sential skill for all people, particularly 
for learners of English as both foreign 
and second language. The majority of 
literacy teachers are concerned about 
students being able to understand what 
a text is all about. By using steady read-
ing strategies, techniques and skills pu-
pils might be able to make progress and 
develop other areas of learning.
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In fact, there are different prin-
ciples for teaching reading. Notwith-
standing, the following are key tenets 
that revolve around the teaching of 
second language reading. 

Schemata is of paramount impor-
tance to reading. If students are not 
knowledgeable enough to understand 
a text, even if their decoding skills and 
lexicon are adequate, the text will be 
non-sense. Clarke and Silberstein cap-
ture the essence of schema theory:

Research has shown that reading is 
only incidentally visual. More informa-
tion is contributed by the reader than 
by the print on the page. That is, read-
ers understand what they read because 
they are able to take the stimulus be-
yond its graphic representation and 
assign it membership to an appropri-
ate group of concepts already stored 
in their memories… Skill in reading 
depends on the efficient interaction be-
tween linguistic knowledge and knowl-
edge of the world. (qtd. in Brown, 2001, 
299-300)

In short, schema theory refers to the 
reader’s background knowledge, that 
is, all of the experiences that a reader 
brings to a text. In addition, schemata 
deals with cultural background, and 
knowledge of the world and discourse 
structure. In order to activate sche-
mata, it is necessary for the teacher to 
set goals, ask questions, make predic-
tions, teach a text structure, and so on 
(Nunan, 2003, p. 74).

Vocabulary plays a very important 
role in reading comprehension. The 
more terms a student knows, the easier 
understanding a text might be. Likewise, 
the teaching of vocabulary on the part of 
a teacher should be selective, meaningful, 

and contextualized. Regarding the 
teaching of vocabulary Nunan (2003) 
points out:

Learners see vocabulary as being a very 
important part of language learning and 
one of the difficulties in planning the vo-
cabulary component of a course is making 
sure that it does not overwhelm other es-
sential parts of the course. The best way 
to avoid this is for the teacher and course 
designer to have a set of guiding prin-
ciples that can be applied in a variety of 
teaching and learning situations. (p. 135)

This means that vocabulary teach-
ing should be carefully selected and 
taught by means of visual aids or 
simple definitions derived from the 
students’ background knowledge. A 
teacher should not introduce many 
new terms to the students per session 
since memory is temporary, and pupils 
may forget them easily if the teacher 
overwhelms them with large lists of 
unknown words in isolation.	

Motivation determines the way in 
which a person learns to read. Hence, 
learners need to be willing to learn. 
Just as the teaching of a foreign lan-
guage includes a variety of approaches 
and techniques, the teaching of read-
ing also incorporates an array of teach-
ing approaches and strategies that 
contribute to the enhancement of com-
prehension. No specific recipe or single 
approach can guarantee the complete 
success when teaching a target-con-
tent to reach a particular goal from a 
syllabus. That is, no approach is bet-
ter than other is. In fact, Nunan (2003) 
points out, “It should be clear from the 
foregoing that as both an enlighted and 
eclectic teacher, you think in terms of 
a number of possible methodological 
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options at your disposal for tailoring 
classes to particular contexts” (p. 42).  
In this regard, the development of an 
eclectic approach or a combination of 
several approaches seems to be a good 
choice to fulfill previously established 
aims. In both ESL and EFL teaching, 
the reading process comprises various 
models:  bottom-up models, top-down 
models, interactive models, and the 
balanced reading model.

Nonetheless, the Balanced Reading 
Approach certainly delves to scaffold 
students’ learning and fosters their 
success. Cooper (2014) expresses that 
a Balanced Reading Approach is com-
posed of the following elements: mod-
eled reading (reading aloud and verbal-
ization), shared reading (reading along 
with other peers), guided reading (stu-
dent talk and reading strategies), col-
laborative reading (pair or group work 
developing silent or oral reading for 
further discussion), and independent 
reading (learners’ choices of their own 
reading passages and individual work 
promoting competence, enjoyment and 
confidence). In short, the Balanced-
Reading Approach constitutes a good 
alternative for teachers to offer stu-
dents carefully structured support 
(scaffolding), guiding them in the right 
direction until the students have built 
strong knowledge and understanding 
of the contents taught (Cooper, 2014).

A well-developed reading meth-
odology also comprises the use of a 
variety of techniques, strategies, and 
skills. Though the three terms seem to 
be similar, they are not the same.

Brown (2001) defined techniques 
as “any of a wide variety of exercises, 
activities, or tasks used in the 
language classroom for realizing lesson 
objectives” (p. 16). That is to say, 

techniques involve using any didactic 
tool, resource or group of procedures 
that contribute to reaching a set of 
desired goals.

Research shows that the use of ef-
fective techniques for teaching reading 
is essential for comprehension. Arm-
bruster and Osborn state that “Explicit 
teaching techniques are particularly ef-
fective for comprehension strategy in-
struction. In explicit instruction, teach-
ers tell readers why and when they 
should use strategies, what strate-
gies to use and how use them” (Arm-
bruster and Osborn, 2001, p. 53). In 
fact, teachers have an important quota 
of responsibility for helping learners 
choose appropriate reading strategies. 
Furthermore, teachers are responsible 
for using a reading approach or model 
with teaching techniques that increas-
es students’ reading comprehension. 
There is no single approach that is 
considered non-plus ultra in language 
teaching. In fact, a teacher can use 
multiple techniques in the classroom 
for teaching reading. Some examples 
of reading techniques are comprehen-
sion questions, antonyms/synonyms, 
cognates, memorization, gap filling ex-
ercises, semantic maps, reading aloud, 
silent reading, multiple-slot substitu-
tion drill, grammar games, classroom 
set-up, pair work, group work, jigsaw, 
prior knowledge activation, vocabulary 
building, diagram completion, visual 
aids, authentic material, and so forth 
(Larsen-Freeman, 2000). Summing 
up, text comprehension can be taught 
through explicit instruction and coop-
erative learning aiding students to de-
velop strategies flexibly.

According to Oxford (1990), “Learn-
ing strategies are operations employed 
by the learner to aid the acquisition, 



ALTAMIRANO, NAVARRO. Into the Reading Methodology... 187

storage, retrieval, and use of infor-
mation” (p. 8).Though this definition 
is useful, it does not seem to transfer 
the richness of the concept of learn-
ing strategies. Accordingly, she offers 
a more complete definition by saying 
that “learning strategies are specific 
actions taken by the learner to make 
learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, 
more self-directed, and more transfer-
rable to new situations” (p. 8). This 
means that learning strategies are 
learner-oriented, since students are 
the ones that develop them on their 
own. Some common examples of read-
ing strategies a teacher may teach to 
his students are brainstorming, guess-
ing meaning from context or context 
clues, getting main ideas, scanning for 
specific information, skimming, and 
making inferences.

In relation to skills, Nunan (2003) 
states: “a skill is a strategy that has be-
come automatic” (p. 77). Through this 
definition, it is possible to foresee that 
students play an active role in read-
ing. In fact, the teacher’s methodology 
guides the student towards a strategic 
reading process. Moreover, “As learn-
ers consciously learn and practice spe-
cific reading strategies, the strategies 
move from conscious to unconscious; 
from strategy to skill” (Nunan, 2003, 
p. 77).  As far as pupils are in contact 
with learning strategies, the strate-
gies become more habitual to the stu-
dents since they start using them more 
naturally and become skills, which are 
unconscious. In summary, strategies, 
techniques, and skills are essential el-
ements to consider at the time of choos-
ing an approach to teaching reading.

Methodology, instruments, and 
participants 

This study was based on qualita-
tive investigation and followed a de-
scriptive design. We used two ques-
tionnaires, conducted one interview, 
did six non-participant observations, 
and analyzed artifacts (test booklets, 
teacher-tracking sheets, statistical re-
ports, and lesson plans).

The study was conducted at 
a public high school from Buenos 
Aires, Puntarenas and addressed to 
a population of one-eleventh-grade 
group of 17 students (nine girls and 
eight boys). The class met twice on 
a weekly basis for five forty-minute 
lessons of academic English. 

According to their English teacher, 
these students have reached differ-
ent language proficiency levels. Their 
ages range from 16 to 20 years. All of 
this population has been in this school 
since seventh grade. Thus, they have 
had exposure to English for four years 
already. Furthermore, they are all non-
native speakers of English.

The second informant was a male 
English teacher in charge of the target-
population class. The teacher is a thir-
ty-four-year-old-tenured educator, has 
a Bachelor’s degree in English Teach-
ing from a private university, has been 
teaching for more than 9 years, and 
has taught levels 1-11 in both elemen-
tary and high school.

Discussion of findings

Pre-established categories consti-
tuted the non-participant observation 
anecdotal record used to gather the 
subjects’ teaching-learning process in 
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the educational setting as to the teach-
ing methodology for teaching reading 
developed by the EFL teacher. Each 
of the six classroom observations con-
ducted was coded as follows: NPO1 
corresponds to the first classroom ob-
servation done and NPO 6 represents 
the last nonparticipant observation 
carried out. The information collected 
from the observation was grouped into 
target content taught, linguistic ob-
jective, teaching material, role of lan-
guage, role of the teacher, role of the 
students, teaching techniques, and 
reading strategies.

Categories derived from non-par-
ticipant observations 

a. Target contents: In NPO1, the 
teacher taught Science and Technology 
during two lessons. NPO2 and NPO3 
comprised the target content of Minor-
ity Groups during two lessons each 
observation conducted. NPO4, NPO5, 
and NPO 6 involved the development 
of the last target content on Mass Me-
dia and Communications during two 
lessons each observation session.

b. Linguistic objectives: From 
NPO1 to NPO6, the most developed 
linguistic objectives were: Understand-
ing a wide range of factual and imagi-
native texts, interpreting material 
that contains complex sentences, iden-
tifying the main point or important in-
formation in a piece of discourse, and 
distinguishing the main idea from sup-
porting details. No linguistic objectives 
related to listening, speaking, and 
writing were taught albeit it was indi-
cated in the teacher’s trimestral plan.

c. Teaching material: From NPO1 
to NPO4, the teacher used copies of 

readings and exercises from a booklet 
he has. After NPO4, the researcher 
coached the teacher. The teacher was 
provided with a reading skills-based 
lesson plan, three flash cards about 
Mass Media and Communications, 
and a text and a set of reading 
comprehension exercises based on 
skimming for main ideas, scanning for 
details, guessing meaning from context 
and making inferences. In NP05 and 
NPO6, the teacher implemented that 
plan along with the given materials.

d. Role of language: In NPO1 
through NPO6, the teacher used the 
target language to explain or pres-
ent a topic or concept. Nevertheless, 
he translated most of his discourse 
into Spanish for the students to un-
derstand. He performed double work. 
Some students answered some ques-
tions in English at a word or simple 
phrase level. None of the students was 
able to construct oral coherent sen-
tences to answer questions. 

e. Role of the teacher: During all 
the observations, the teacher directed 
and managed the class. The students 
listened to and followed directions 
to carry out the activities presented. 
In every lesson taught, the teacher 
played several different roles. In the 
case of a reading class, Wiriyachitra 
(1995) manifested that the reading 
teacher should be a counselor, a sup-
porter, a motivator, a monitor, and an 
evaluator. Unfortunately, none of the 
previous roles suggested by Wiriyachi-
tra (1995) was observed during NPO1 
through NPO6.

f. Role of the students: The stu-
dents were passive agents at all times. 
Some of them tried to answer a ques-
tion if the teacher called their names. 
Otherwise, they remained silent.
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h. Teaching techniques: The 
teaching techniques observed were 
comprehension questions, memoriza-
tion, gap filling exercises, multiple-
choice practices, true-or-false items, 
silent reading, translation, pair work, 
group work, prior knowledge activa-
tion, and flashcards. The last two tech-
niques were observed during NPO5 
and NPO6.

i. Reading strategies: In NPO1 
through NPO4, the students developed 
reading strategies such as scanning for 
information, using an on-line dictionary 
and a translator accessed through their 
smart phones. Main ideas, details, 
context clues, and inferences were 
developed in NPO5 and NPO6.

Coaching the teacher had a positive 
impact since he started to explain the 
language learning strategies for read-
ing to the students in a more system-
atic way so that the students could un-
derstand what they were reading and 
were able to find the right answers to 
the questions given.

Teacher questionnaire

The EFL teacher provided very 
valuable data regarding his teaching 
methodology. Largely, he points out 
that he focuses his lessons mainly on 
reading comprehension, provides stu-
dents with lists of vocabulary in isola-
tion for memorization, and follows the 
distribution of objectives and contents 
for the National Examination rather 
than the English Syllabus. Likewise, 
he is willing to try new methodologies 
and techniques. Notwithstanding, sel-
dom does he develop the three stages of 
the reading process (pre-reading, while 
reading and post-reading). In addition, 

he uses copies of readings with or with-
out exercises, online magazines, pa-
pers or EFL textbooks.

Regarding his opinion about the 
National-High-School-Graduation Ex-
amination, he believes the test does not 
fully measure the students’ knowledge 
since it does comprise the four skills. 
Moreover, he believes that pupils learn 
best through oral activities. In fact, he 
says that students in Costa Rica need 
to learn to speak English in order to 
get better job opportunities, but the 
National-High-School-Graduation Ex-
amination is a limitation for that be-
cause it focuses only on reading.

Finally, the teacher believes that 
the best way to teach English is by us-
ing authentic materials and various 
techniques. Added to this, he states 
that sometimes students feel bored be-
cause teaching reading comprehension 
is tiring. Hence, more student- motiva-
tion is necessary to get them on task. 
Wiriyachitra (1995) previously pointed 
out that the teacher should be a moti-
vator; namely, he should foster student 
expectations about the reading and 
arouse their interest to read.

Patterns discovered

Because of the previous categories, 
new constructs or patterns emerged.

a. Absent reading stages: In 
NPO1 through NPO4, the teacher 
wrote the title of the topic and handed 
out copies of short reading passages 
and comprehension exercises for the 
students to solve. There were no pre-
reading, while reading, and post-read-
ing activities sequentially developed. 
The teacher went straight to the point 
when dealing with reading practices. 
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In addition, his trimestral lesson plan 
evidenced a lack of activities for the three 
reading stages. No schemata was acti-
vated before reading. As previously man-
ifested by Clark and Silberstein (qtd. in 
Brown, 2001), learners understand what 
they read because they can take the stim-
ulus beyond its visual representation and 
assign it membership to an appropriate 
group of concepts already stored in their 
memories. Moreover, the development of 
successful reading skills has to do with 
the efficient interaction between lin-
guistic knowledge and knowledge of the 
world. For this reason, activating sche-
mata during a reading session results 
mandatory as a way to increase com-
prehension. After being coached by the 
investigator, in NPO5 and NPO6, the 
teacher developed a lesson plan with 
activities for the three reading stages. 
Some learners told the researcher that 
they felt like understanding both the 
readings and the exercises much more.

b. Reading-oriented lessons: 
Throughout the six observations, learn-
ers were taught reading- oriented les-
sons in English. Never did the teacher 
do listening, speaking, or writing re-
lated activities. Oral Communication 
activities were not developed though 
they are part of the methodological ap-
proach of the English Syllabus.

c. Incongruence between the 
linguistic objectives of the trimes-
tral plan and the objectives devel-
oped in class: 

Although the teacher’s trimestral 
plan included the development of lin-
guistic objectives for all the macro 
skills, all the observations evidenced 
that the only objectives all the lessons 
dealt with were those related to the 
reading skill.

d. Few Reading Strategies De-
veloped: In NPO1 to NPO4, the only 
reading strategies that students used 
were direct cognitive strategies devised 
by Oxford (1990) from set B (receiv-
ing and sending information).  They 
particularly focused on scanning for 
details and skimming to get the gen-
eral idea of a text. Nevertheless, the in-
structor almost never explained to stu-
dents how to use a particular reading 
strategy. Certainly, he took for granted 
that learners should know that. As to 
this point, Chacón (2012) pointed out 
that it is commendable that students 
know how to develop reading strate-
gies in order to combine and choose the 
appropriate strategies to accomplish 
a task. In this way, they can become 
more independent learners. In NPO5 
and NOP6, the teacher taught how to 
identify the main idea of a text and 
how to distinguish a main idea from a 
secondary one. In addition, other direct 
cognitive strategies such as guessing 
meaning from context and drawing in-
ferences were developed as well.

Test items that most of eleventh 
graders failed in the National-High-
School-Graduation Examination

The distribution of items of the 
2014 National-High-School-Gradu-
ation Test booklet  IN-12 comprised 
three different proficiency levels (ac-
ceptable, moderate, and deficient) at 
the time of analyzing the results. The 
test booklet contained a grand total of 
70 points. A student scoring 49 or more 
questions was considered acceptable. A 
pupil scoring from 35 to 48 items was 
moderate. Last, a student obtaining 34 
or less correct answers was deficient.
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The following figure shows the aca-
demic achievement per target content 
(1. Achievements of national athletes;  
2. C.R music, arts, crafts; 3. C.R typical 
food; 4.types of food; 5. table manners; 
6. holidays and celebrations; 7. natural 

resource misuse; 8. National and in-
ternational tourism; 9. Democracy;10. 
Diseases; 11. careers and jobs; 12. sci-
ence and tech; 13. moral and values) 
that the students obtained in 2014:

Figure 1 

Source: Data taken from Reports of MEP Board of Quality Control in 2014.

Figure 1 shows evidence that only 
target content 4 had the easiest ques-
tions for the students to answer since 
52.3% of the students got it correct, 
and target contents 1, 6, 8,11, and 12 
were the cognitive targets with the 
hardest questions for the students to 
answer. Nonetheless, contents 8 and 
12 had the lowest achievement. As pre-
viously stated, cognitive target 8 was 
about tourist aspects worldwide and 
tourist attractions offered by Costa 
Rican communities and involved the 
following three linguistic objectives: 
1. understanding conceptual meaning, 
2. recognizing indicators of discourse, 

and 3. drawing conclusions from ex-
tended texts. Moreover, only 21.2% of 
the students answered it correctly. Re-
garding target content 12, it focused on 
science and technology and comprised 
the following linguistic objectives: 1. 
understanding a wide range of factual 
and imaginative texts, 2. coping read-
ily with unfamiliar topics involving 
more complex language; and 3. recog-
nizing attitudes and emotions. In fact, 
only 22.7% of the students got it cor-
rect. In general, all the target contents 
showed alarming results since the per-
centage of promotion of each one was 
rather low.
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Conclusion

As evidenced in our findings, it 
is possible to assert that the Eng-
lish teacher developed the contents 
included in the English Syllabus. In 
sharp contrast, he was only teaching 
the linguistic objectives related to the 
reading skill. The most commonly de-
veloped linguistic objectives were: 1. 
understanding a wide range of factual 
and imaginative texts; and 2. coping 
readily with unfamiliar topics involv-
ing more complex language and recog-
nizing attitudes and emotions. Some 
objectives like distinguishing the main 
idea from supporting details and draw-
ing conclusions from extended texts 
were absent from the reading activities 
he developed. Nonetheless, he used ac-
tivities that contained inferences after 
he was coached by the researchers. The 
teacher was not probably used to teach-
ing inferences to students. In addition, 
other reading-oriented objectives such 
as guessing meaning from context or 
making inferences were also developed 
after the teacher got some coaching 
from the researchers though the teach-
er’s first material had some items with 
a key word in the question that had a 
synonym in the correct answer. Name-
ly, the answers to items could not be 
literally found in the text. The students 
were supposed to use context clues to get 
the meaning across, but they were nev-
er taught how to guess meaning from 
context. Last, the teacher’s trimestral 
plan evidenced that the target contents 
were going to be taught in light of the 
tenets of the four skills because there 
were linguistic objectives for listening, 
speaking, and writing, but that never 
happened although the teacher taught 
the lesson in the target language.

As to how the teacher was teaching 
the cognitive targets and objectives, it 
is possible to assert that the instruc-
tor’s methodology was rather weak in 
relation to the following aspects: the 
role of the teacher, the material used, 
reading stages, reading strategies, and 
techniques. The teacher was a class 
manager. Certainly, there was no evi-
dence of a clear reading approach for 
teaching reading, considering that the 
teacher most of the time quickly pre-
sented a topic on the board and then 
distributed copies to students for them 
to read some short passages and do a 
set of comprehension exercises. In sum, 
there was lack of balanced reading that 
seeks to scaffold students’ comprehen-
sion and leads them to academic suc-
cess as previously stated by Cooper 
(2014).  In sum, the teacher focused 
on reading comprehension. There was 
no class discussion related to the tar-
get contents under study so that read-
ing was taught with no relation to the 
other language skills, which certainly 
hindered the learning process because 
teaching a language must gradually 
involve the four skills although there 
is a focus on a particular skill. More-
over, the role of the students was quite 
passive, and there was no interaction 
among themselves, which led to a static 
classroom environment, for the teacher 
was in charge of conducting the activi-
ties and transmitting knowledge.

With regard to the National-High-
School-Graduation Examination items 
from 2014, students got a low percent-
age of correct items in relation to the 
contents and objectives measured. The 
most difficult objectives were those 
about drawing inferences and learn-
ing context clues. The students showed 
vocabulary and reading strategy gaps 
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they need to bridge. They lack knowl-
edge of basic words such as verbs (need, 
want, have, drink, cook, read, write, 
eat, watch, like, speak and so on); nouns 
(ordinal and cardinal numbers, time 
expressions, food, diseases, likes and 
dislikes, and the like); and structures 
(parts of speech, verb tenses). In order 
to overcome vocabulary issues, they 
need to use dictionaries and other refer-
ence aids, word parts (parts of speech), 
and context clues as proposed by Arm-
bruster and Osborn (2001). Although 
the teacher developed reading exer-
cises and practices similar to the Na-
tional-High-School-Graduation Exa- 
mination items, they were based on 
rote learning and focused on scanning 
for details. That is why the students 
could find the answer mechanically 
and easily.
Last, through this study, it is possible 
to claim that every language teacher 
needs to be careful with the methodol-
ogy he chooses at the time of planning 
his lessons. This selection must be 
made considering the students’ needs, 
situational context, classroom climate, 
learner types, cultural background, 
prior knowledge, strategies, and tech-
niques. Although a teacher’s methodol-
ogy is a key factor to consider for lesson 
planning in order to reach success or 
failure, it is not the only one. In fact, 
motivation, attitude, aptitude, embar-
rassment, anxiety, learner type, and 
self-confidence do influence academic 
achievement. Hence, language teach-
ers should regard these elements at 
the time of devising reading material 
and lesson procedures.
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Annex 1: Teacher Questionnaire

The following questionnaire is aimed at gathering data to carry out an inves-
tigation project. Please answer each question clearly and honestly. Any informa-
tion you provide will be used for academic purposes only and dealt with confiden-
tiality. Thank you very much for your time and consideration.

Objective of the questionnaire:

1.	 To describe how the teacher teaches reading comprehension to the 
students for the National-High-School-Graduation Examination.

Research question:

1.	 How does the EFL teacher teach reading comprehension to eleventh 
graders for the National-High-School-Graduation Examination?

I-Part: Answer the questions below.

1. How old are you?
a. Between 25-29 years
b. Between 30-34 years
c. Between 35-40 years
d. Older than 40years
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2.What is your academic degree?
a) Bachelor’s
b) Licentiate’s
c) Master’s
d) Ph.D
3.For how long have you taught English?
a) 1 year
b) Between 2-4 years
c) Between 5-9 years
d) More than nine years 

4. For how long have you taught English at Liceo Concepción?
a) 1 year
b) Between 2-4 years
c) Between 5-9 years
d) More than nine years 

5.What grade levels have you taught?  ___________________________________

6. How many senior generations have you taught? 
a. 1 generation 
b. Between 2-4 generations
c. Between 5-7 generations
d) More than 7 generations

7. Use the scale below to give your opinion about the following criteria:

CRITERIA RELATED TO YOUR TEACHING 
METHODOLOGY

SA A D SD

I focus my lessons mainly on reading comprehension.

I provide students with lists of  verbs and vocabulary related to the 
target contents developed for them to memorize.

I follow the distribution of objectives and contents for the National 
Examination rather than the English Syllabus.

I am willing to try new teaching methodologies and techniques.

In my reading lessons, I develop the three stages of the reading 
process (Pre-reading, while-reading and post-reading).

SA:	 Strongly Agree 
A:	 Agree 
D:	 Disagree 
SD:	 Strongly Disagree 
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8.What is your opinion about the National-High-School-Graduation Test of 
English  (Bachillerato)?

9. How do you think students learn best English? 

10. What is your methodology for preparing students for the National-High-
School-Graduation Examination of English? 

11. What kind of materials do you use to teach reading?

12. What techniques do you use  to prepare students for the National-High-
School-Graduation Test(Bachillerato)?

13. From your perspective, what is the best way of teaching reading?

14. How do students react toward the reading activities implemented in class?

15. What specific actions have you and the school administration developed 
this year to increase the National-High-School-Graduation Examination- Pro-
motion Rate as compared to the low-test promotion obtained last year?

Annex 2: Lesson Observation Sheet

1. Objectives of the observation:

1.1. To identify what target contents and linguistic objectives the teacher 
teaches to eleventh graders as part of his teaching methodology.

1.2. To describe how the teacher teaches reading comprehension to the 
students for the National-High-School-Graduation Examination.

2. Research questions:

2.1. What target contents and linguistic objectives does the English tea-
cher use with eleventh graders as part of his teaching methodology?

I use copies of readings with or without exercises from printed or 
online magazines, newspapers or EFL textbooks.

I invest a lot of time planning my lessons and devising reading 
materials for my students.

I follow a commercial ESL textbook to teach reading.
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2.2. How does the EFL teacher teach reading comprehension to eleventh 
graders for the National-High-School-Graduation Examination?

Lesson Observation Form #________

Institution: Teacher: Date: Lesson time: Number of 
students:

Teaching objective(s): Target content(s) taught:

Teaching materials: Role of the teacher and of the students:

Room description and class set-up: Role of language:

Reading strategies used by the 
students:

Teacher’s methodology (approach and 
techniques used):

Teacher’s performance: Students’ performance:

Lesson Description

Observer’s interpretation:




