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Abstract

Reading is a core competency in learning processes of higher education as a
tool for accessing discipline-specific knowledge. The aim of this case study is
to analyse the impact of text group discussions on the academic skills of
students at the Universitat d’Andorra (UdA). Qualitative techniques -non-
participant observation, interviews and discussion groups- were applied to
UdA students and faculty. Five student groups belonging to the Bachelor of
Teaching and Learning (BTL), Bachelor of Computer Science (BCS) and
Bachelor of Business Administration (BBA) were studied.

After processing the data with Atlas.ti, the first results were obtained.
Evidences of a positive impact on the academic skills are identified. Firstly,
both students and faculty indicated an improvement of the text
comprehension mainly because of the peer interactions. Improvement of the
critical and analitycal attitude, the own speech as well as the metacognitive
learning are also highlighted as areas on which dialogic reading has positive
impact.
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1. Introduction

Reading competence is an ability inherent in any learning process within the university
academic context. It is a basic generic competence and an instrumental one (Tuning, 2003).
University students use this skill in order to access to new and general knowledge of the
discipline and at the same time to acquire other competences (Hjortshoj, 2001; Cassany,
2008; Carlino, 2013). Moreover, students need to overcome obstacles such as a lack of
familiarity with technical vocabulary or becoming increasingly immersed in the academic
subcultures of the communities to which they belong (Estienne & Carlino, 2004; Gottschalk
& Hjortshoj, 2004).

A review of the scientific literature in line with the evidence-based teaching has been
conducted in order to identify teaching strategies that promote reading proficiency at
university level (Blouin et al., 2009; Schwartz & Gurung, 2012). One of the teaching
actions that has shown the best results in improving reading proficiency, according to the
scientific literature, is text group discussions.

This strategy involves performing a first individual reading and then sharing the
interpretations of the text with other readers. Text group discussion has been deeply
analyzed. For example, the interactions established among the reading participants enhance
their communication skills (Finke & Edwards, 1997; Flood et al., 1994; Fredricks, 2012;
Parrott & Cherry, 2011). In the established dialogues, participants share their interpretations
of the text and discuss them and, consequently, there is a more in-depth learning of the
content worked from the text (Chocarro de Luis, 2013; Hamouda & Tarlochan, 2015;
Tynjala, 1998). In addition, the dialogic environment favors that different contributions be
linked to other knowledge in the same discipline and to other areas of knowledge that are
not directly related to the text read (Macoun & Miller, 2014).

Impact on academic skills also includes an improvement in analytical and critical capacity
which is evident in the elaboration of participants' speeches. Tynjala (1998) describes how
from the perception of students themselves there is an increase in the development of
thought. As the sessions progress, speeches become more complex, in-depth, and
analytical, demonstrating that participants increase their analytical ability and relate
different inputs from peers’ contributions (Aguilar Rodenas, 2017; Carroll & Sambolin
Morales, 2016; Chirita, 2007; Flood et al., 1994; Tynjala, 1998). In addition, reader
discourse also improves because speech is argument-based and supported by literal
references of the texts studied (Bixler et al., 2013).

Metacognitive learning is also promoted by text discussion. On the one hand, the way they
learn is modified and the participants are aware of this phenomenon. The same protagonists
express that they move from superficial to more global learning in the discipline by
connecting new content to other theoretical frameworks of the discipline (Tynjald, 1998).
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They are also aware that their interpretations and meanings are built on knowledge and past
experiences (Jarvis, 2000; Tynjald, 1998) and that their knowledge advance from an
epistemological dualism to a relativism by discovering and understanding peers’
interpretations (Bixler et al., 2013; Tynjéla, 1998).

In addition, learning belief is transformed from an individual to a collective process of
meaning negotiation: it becomes an intersubjective construct of knowledge and meaning
collaboratively creation (Aguilar Rédenas, 2017; Bixler et al., 2013; Chirita, 2007; Finke &
Edwards, 1997; Flood et al., 1994; Fredricks, 2012; Lake & Evangelou, 2019; Tynjala,
1998).

Within the framework of this study, in order to deepen students' reading habits, in April
2019 an anonymous, virtual survey of 26 faculty of Universitat d’Andorra (UdA) was
applied. In general, lecturers consider students’ reading habits to be very low (42.3%), low
(26.9%) or medium (26.9%) and a low 3.8% consider it high; in no case very high.
Otherwise, the majority of the professors, 92.4%, would like to foster a greater habit of
academic reading among the students.

Being the group text discussion a strategy that has been widely studied and validated by the
international scientific community, the present study seeks to implement this strategy at
UdA and to analyze its impact.

2. Method

This research is a case study (Yin, 2009) with a communicative approach (Gémez, Latorre,
Sanchez & Flecha, 2006). The case study seeks to understand and shed light on a particular
phenomenon in a certain context (Neiman & Quarant, 2006). This case study aims to obtain
an analysis of Universitat d’Andorra after implementing an specific teaching strategy.

2.1. Context

During the academic courses 2018-19 and 2019-20, five groups of UdA students have
participated: two of Bachelor of Teaching and Learning (BTL) - 21 students enrolled, 21
years old on average-; one of Bachelor in Business Administration (BBA) -21 students
enrolled, 24 years old on average- and two of Bachelor of Computer Science (BCS) -27
students enrolled, 27 years old on average-. The five groups have made a total of 18
readings: ten BTL, three BBA and six BCS.

Group text discussions have very diverse characteristics. Each teacher has chosen a
typology of academic text: texts written by classic authors, newspaper articles, reports
published by national or international institutions, and scientific articles. On the other hand,
activity development has also varied in structure (small groups or large group discussions),
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resources used (reading patterns, previous activity, etc.) and task evaluation (task integrated
into the evaluation or participation adds a point to the written work).

Notwithstanding the differences, all students have read individually the text, prepared a
contribution, and shared their interpretations of the text using the printed or screen text to
refer to specific quotes or parts of the text. In addition, all the text discussions have been
developed within the framework of a course or seminar and in no case the activity has been
optional.

2.2. Data analysis

Five interviews were conducted with UdA lecturers and nine discussion groups with UdA
students. After processing the data with Atlas.ti, the analysis matrix was used (Table 1).
This is defined by the subcategories extracted from the scientific literature and according to
whether the information is considered a difficulty for the improvement of academic skills -
an excluder dimension - or an advantage - a transformative dimension-.

Table 1. Analysis matrix of the data obtained in the UdA study context.

Category Subcategory Excluder Transformative
Dimension Dimension
Impact on reading comprehension 1.1 1.2
Academic Impact on analytical and critical
. L 21 2.2
skills ability and speech
Impact on metacognitive learning 3.1 3.2

Source: own elaboration.

The research is in line with the ethical guidelines adopted by various international
organizations (European Science Foundation & All European Academies, 2011). An
Informed Consent was drawn up to ensure that the participants exercises their full freedom
of choice.

3. Results

Below, Table 2 includes data collected pertaining to the transformative dimension, either
from the information collection techniques applied to the faculty (P) or the student (A).
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Table 2. Analysis matrix of the data obtained in the UdA study context.

Subcategory

Qualitative data

1.1. Impact on
reading
comprehension

BTL1920_P1: Yes, yes, | think they have improved reading comprehension. |
have seen it in the examination of module 5. | see that reading is worked in class,
then I always ask questions about the readings in some case and you see that the
result is better, it is more optimal. They also linked the text to the challenge of
Module 6.

BTL1819 _P: Yes, today we were, for example, in the evaluation of practices in
schools and (...) a lot of concepts came out of the Proximal Development Zone
(PDZ) readings, adjusted help, previous knowledge ... There are many concepts in
the subject of Educational Psychology that are very conceptual and the readings
are also very conceptual but after the debate and the application they can better
understand it.

BTL1819 A6: Yes because everything that is theoretical you can prepare it at
home, that is you have the power point and I can read it but if I do not understand
something then | will talk. "I did not understand this, did you understand? Okay,
tell me! ™

BBA1819_A3: Yes, of course, expand! (...) we never see it and when we start
talking about it we see things that if you talk to people and there are many
opinions and each one can expand a little bit. Yes, we expand the knowledge much
more.

BBA1819_A4: to contextualize and the cases we talked about help me in the exam
because I thought “oh, this is what we talked about last day in the Reading group”,
so | can apply there my knowledge.

BCS1819_A1l: yes, because we were doing a debate that allowed us to see how to
see it from another point of view of the challenge or the issue that was being faced,
that is fine, also in terms of understanding concepts ... of course, being more
scientific, maybe it was more difficult to understand or to handle and there is
always another or other classmates that dominates more or understands it from
another side and explains it to you from their side and you understand it.

BCS1920_AZ2: in the end when they are teaching you elaborate an idea and you
think it is fine and when you argue with classmates you see that maybe your idea
is not right, that maybe it is another thing, | think you learn much more. In the end,
what you do is validate your idea.

BCS1819_A3: At least in my case... we expand the arc of knowledge, I think it is
more cultural, culture of our career that is necessary some concepts that the
teacher gives us.
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2.1 Impact on
analytical and
critical  ability
and speech

BCS1920_P: The comments were more mature because they had analyzed the
graphs, results ... the comments were very "careful | see where you go!", "I find
this very interesting or | do not see this much™ ...

BTL1819 P: During the first reading they did not connect the text with the
practices or other aspects, very summarized and very superficial. This has seen an
improvement to the point where there were debates that brought them super
interesting things, especially this. (...) his speech has improved greatly. And what
has improved a lot is the use of subject-specific vocabulary. (...) And the readings
help a lot in this, it is the way that they acquire the vocabulary of the subject.

BCS1920_A5: more specific! When people say an argument they say it more
specific, for example, today with the blockchain many did not know what it was
and have been able to explain it more concretely than what could be taken from
the article.

BTL1819_P: Yes, they especially support their arguments better! It is not "I liked
the practices very much, | liked what the teacher did", no! "I have seen the teacher
activate the previous knowledge of students asking questions ...", that is, they can
justify and argue, readings are key, it's key! Without reading and without this
reflection, only with the lectures, is difficult, very difficult. Also the exam is much
higher quality because of its ability to relate theoretical concepts and then the use
of subject specific vocabulary, this is a significant improvement!

BTL1920_A5: what | see is that many times more than arguments are emotions
and for me a debate must be in the arguments, in the facts ... in a debate you have
to find a solution, not use the typical techniques to deny someone to to be right, or
to appear to be right...

3.1 Impact on
metacognitive
learning

BTL1819_A6: To read a power point the truth is that | am bored! The important
thing is to explain it, that we all understand it, that | can explain it to you, that you
can say “ah, | believe this!" And so, | don't know, it's like you understand it so
much better! You get it! The things | remember most about studying and learning
are the things I talked about...

BCS1920_A3: in the debate they would correct me at the moment and make me
change the perspective of this, and | would not have the feeling that | have failed
at that moment because here is my answer, here is the correction and it is not the
same, it is a different concept, it is more a consensus than a correction.

4, Discussion and conclusions

Consistent with the perception of faculty, group text discussion has a positive impact on
text comprehension, in line with Tynjéla (1998), Chocarro de Luis (2013), Hamouda and
Tarlochan (2015), and Intriago’s team (2016). Lecturers indicate that there has been an
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improvement in the resolution of exams and challenges in which the content of the reading
is addressed.

On the other hand, students emphasize the importance of the interactions with group peers
(Flood et al., 1994; Finke & Edwards, 1997; Jarvis, 2000; Parrott & Cherry, 2011;
Fredricks, 2012). The improvement of the comprehension of the text lies in the possibility
of sharing with the classmates their first interpretation of the text, the resolution of doubts
and the formulation of questions to the classmates, as well as the ability to clarify their
interpretation of the text from the contributions of colleagues.

The BCS1819 students also pointed out how the discussion of texts allowed them to
"further expand the arch of knowledge, the culture of our career". Therefore, there is an
improvement in one's own knowledge of the discipline and other areas of knowledge
(Macoun & Miller, 2014).

In terms of analytical and critical ability and speech improvement, both students and faculty
affirm that there is a positive impact: speeches are more complex, in-depth and analytical
(BTL1819, BCS1920), they make references in the text to arguing their speeches
(BTL1819), they use the technical vocabulary more frequently (BTL1819) and elaborate
more specific interventions (BCS1920). In general, the quality of the contributions is
accused (Aguilar Rodenas, 2017; Chirita, 2007; Flood et al., 1994; Sambolin & Carroll,
2015; Tynjala, 1998).

In addition, an opinion-based turn of speech is also denoted by validity arguments (Finke &
Edwards, 1997; Bixler et al., 2013; Aguilar Rodenas, 2017): students reflect on the need for
support arguments, setting aside emotion and opinion (BTL1920) and professorate notice
an improvement in argument elaboration (BTL1819).

Related to the metacognitive learning, students (BTL1819) particularly value interactions
with peers as a source of knowledge, tending from an epistemological dualism to a
relativism as knowledge is constructed based on different interpretations of colleagues
(Tynjala, 1998; BCSxler et al., 2013). Consequently, students (BTL1819) change their
perceptions of an individual learning process to a collective one in which a continuous
intersubjective construction of knowledge occurs (Flood et al., 1994; Finke & Edwards,
1997; Tynjala, 1998; Chirita, 2007; Bowers-Campbell, 2011; Fredricks, 2012; Bixler et al.,
2013; Sambolin & Carroll, 2015; Aguilar Rddenas, 2017). Therefore, they consider
essential the involvement and participation of most peers in order to learn from all
(BTL1819).

In the same line, it is stated that the difference between examining or discussing texts is that
while the former is learned through corrections, the second is about consensus (BCS1920).
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At the same time, a change in the concept of reading is emphasized: from an individual
reading to a reading understood as a social act (Finke & Edwards, 1997; Jarvis, 2000).
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