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Abstract

This study explores how university English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners
developed reading comprehension through the integration of the Question-Answer
Relationship (QAR) strategy and ChatGPT. Thirty-five first-year students from a
university in northern China participated in three rounds of semi-structured interviews in
five weeks. Thematic analysis revealed a developmental progression: learners initially
used ChatGPT to locate explicit information (Right There), then synthesized across texts
(Think and Search), and eventually engaged in inferencing and interpretation (Author and
You). ChatGPT offered immediate, adaptive support that helped learners decode
language, reflect on reasoning, and internalize reading strategies. Rather than relying
passively on ChatGPT, participants used ChatGPT dialogically to test, refine, and deepen
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their understanding. The findings highlight the value of combining structured
comprehension strategies with ChatGPT to promote learner autonomy, critical reading,
and strategic thinking in EFL contexts. Implications for instruction, curriculum design,
and responsible artificial intelligence (Al) integration are discussed.

Keywords: EFL reading, Question-Answer Relationship strategy, reading comprehension,
ChatGPT, learner autonomy, critical reading

Introduction

Reading is a crucial component of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning, as it is closely
linked to all other aspects of EFL proficiency (Ali et al., 2022; Shiang, 2018; Taguchi et al.,
2024). However, EFL reading presents unique challenges for learners, as it requires a broad set
of skills and knowledge, including vocabulary knowledge (Morita & Yamashita, 2025; Teng,
2025a), as well as specific skills like automatic word recognition and synthesis (Grabe, 1991;
Insuasty Cérdenas, 2020). Common difficulties in EFL reading comprehension include
challenges in identifying word meanings, interpreting complex sentence structures, and
discerning main ideas (Insuasty Cardenas, 2020; Kasim & Raisha, 2017; Liu & Zhang, 2025).
These difficulties are often attributed to limited vocabulary (Webb, 2021), lack of semantic
knowledge (Su & Kim, 2014), and ineffective use of reading strategies (Ghaith & El-Sanyoura,
2019), highlighting the need for support in both linguistic knowledge and strategic reading skills
(Insuasty Cardenas, 2020; Kasim & Raisha, 2017; Teng, 2025b).

A significant challenge in addressing these issues is the variation in students’ linguistic abilities,
which makes it difficult to provide timely, individualized support during reading (Al-Jarrah &
Ismail, 2018; Samad et al., 2017; Zhou & Day, 2021). Traditional reading instruction often lacks
the flexibility to cater to each student’s unique needs, resulting in a lack of motivation and
insufficient comprehension support (Teng, 2020). The present study seeks to address these
challenges by exploring the potential of ChatGPT, an advanced artificial intelligence (AI)
language model, as a supportive tool for EFL reading. Using ChatGPT in EFL reading
instruction offers a promising approach for providing individualized, efficient support and for
actively engaging students in the reading process (Jeon & Lee, 2023; Renandya et al., 2025).
ChatGPT’s extensive linguistic knowledge and interactive nature allow it to assist EFL learners
with vocabulary and grammar challenges, and progress at their own pace, serving as an adaptive
English tutor catering tailored feedback for their needs (Jeon & Lee, 2023; OpenAl, 2024; Shin
& Lee, 2023). This aligns with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, as it enables
students to engage with challenging material through scaffolded assistance (Vygotsky & Cole,
1978; Yawiloeng, 2022). Beyond comprehension support, ChatGPT’s natural language
processing capabilities enable it to guide learners through complex texts and support high-level
comprehension by making logical inferences and facilitating deeper understanding (Jeon & Lee,
2023; Kim, 2024; OpenAl, 2024).

To maximize these benefits, the present study integrates the Question-Answer Relationship

(QAR) strategy as a pedagogical scaffold for guiding EFL learners' interactions with texts and
with ChatGPT. Developed by Raphael (1986), the QAR framework teaches students to classify
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questions based on where the answers can be found: Right There (directly stated in the

text), Think and Search (based on information in multiple parts of the text), Author and

You (requiring inference), and On Your Own (drawing from prior knowledge). QAR is widely
used in EFL classrooms to help teachers assist students to achieve different levels of
comprehension with questions eliciting answers requiring from surface understanding to deeper
interpretive and evaluative thinking (Afriani et al., 2020). When paired with ChatGPT, the QAR
strategy enables dynamic and individualized engagement in the reading texts, with immediate
and personalized feedback on their understanding.

Despite these potential benefits, few empirical studies have examined how the integration of
ChatGPT with the QAR strategy develop EFL reading comprehension in an individualized way
(Balci, 2024; Kim, 2024; Wang et al., 2024; Wei, 2022; Yang & Li, 2024). To address this gap,
this qualitative study was designed to investigate the following question:

How is university EFL learners' reading comprehension developed through the
integration of ChatGPT and QAR?

Through an in-depth exploration of learner experiences, the study aims to contribute insights into
the pedagogical potential of combining QAR and Al support in EFL reading context.

Literature Review
EFL Reading

In the context of EFL, reading is not merely a receptive skill but a cognitively demanding
process that requires the integration of linguistic knowledge, background knowledge, and
strategic thinking (Grabe & Stoller, 2019). EFL learners must simultaneously decode unfamiliar
vocabulary, parse complex sentence structures, and engage in higher-order thinking to
comprehend meaning (Day & Park, 2005). Unlike native speakers, EFL learners often approach
texts with limited exposure to authentic English input, making comprehension more effortful and
less automatic (Nation, 2008). As a result, successful EFL reading requires the development of
metacognitive awareness and strategic reading behaviors to compensate for linguistic limitations
(Koda, 2005; Teng, 2020; Teng & Zhang, 2021). Proficient EFL readers learn to apply strategies
such as identifying key information, recognizing discourse markers, understanding the
relationship between ideas, and making inferences where information is implied but not
explicitly stated. Developing such strategies is particularly crucial for learners whose limited
vocabulary and syntactic knowledge can obscure the overall message of a passage (Coiro &
Dobler, 2007). Therefore, effective reading instruction in EFL should emphasize not only
decoding and vocabulary knowledge but also the use of strategies that promote deeper
engagement with texts.

The Question-Answer Relationship (QAR) Strategy

The QAR strategy, developed by Raphael (1986), is an instructional approach designed to help
students understand the relationship between questions and the sources of answers. It categorizes
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comprehension questions into four types: Right There (answers located in a single

sentence), Think and Search (answers drawn from multiple parts of the text), Author and

You (requiring inference based on both the text and the reader’s prior knowledge), and On Your
Own (based solely on the reader’s personal experience) (please see Figure 1). This classification
helps students become more aware of how they approach questions and what kind of reading
behaviour is needed to find or construct appropriate answers (Day & Park, 2005; Teng, 2020).
QAR was also developed to provide teachers with a clear framework for identifying and
developing text-based and inferential questions (Raphael, 1986). It has been adopted by many
EFL teachers and proved to be effective in enhancing students’ reading comprehension (Afriani
et al., 2020; Arisman et al., 2021).

Relationships among four types of question-answer relationships

In the Book In My Head

Right there Think and Search Author and You On Your Own
(Putting It Together)

Single Two
sentence sentences
related by
pronoun
Explanation Compare/ Cause/ List/

contrast effect example

Figure 1. Four types of QAR (Raphael, 1986)

Beyond being a questioning framework for teachers, QAR functions effectively as a strategy tool
for students themselves. It trains learners to actively engage with texts by prompting them to
think about the nature of questions and the information needed to answer them. Specifically,
QAR fosters the development of key reading strategies (Raphael, 1986):

e Locating relevant information: Learners become more skilled at identifying where
specific answers are likely to appear in a passage, improving scanning and skimming
abilities.

e Understanding text structures and their meaning: By categorizing questions and
tracing answers, students begin to recognize how information is organized across
different text types (e.g., narrative vs. expository), enabling them to interpret not just

content but also the rhetorical purpose of structures.

e Making inferences: With Author and You questions, learners practice integrating textual
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clues with their own background knowledge—an essential skill for interpreting implied
meaning and understanding deeper layers of the text.

By engaging in this type of structured questioning and reflection, students are gradually equipped
to handle increasingly complex texts with greater autonomy and strategic control. As such, QAR
contributes to a broader instructional goal in EFL reading: developing learners who are not only
proficient in understanding texts but also capable of regulating their comprehension processes
strategically.

ChatGPT as a Reading Comprehension Assistant

Recent advances in Al have opened new possibilities for supporting EFL learners’ reading
comprehension. Among these technologies, ChatGPT—an advanced natural language processing
model developed by OpenAl—has emerged as a promising tool for educational support,
including language learning (Huang et al., 2021; Mohamed, 2023). Its ability to generate,
rephrase, explain, and scaffold language makes it a useful companion for learners navigating
complex reading tasks (Young & Shishido, 2023a, 2023b).

Notably, ChatGPT has demonstrated the capacity to simulate a range of comprehension question
types either for testing factual understanding or making inference and reflection (Liu et al., 2023;
Rodrigues et al., 2024; Shin & Lee, 2023). These types align well with the QAR framework.
This also aligns closely with the instructional goal of helping learners develop multi-level
comprehension skills (Liu et al., 2023). Further supporting ChatGPT’s role in reading tasks,
Rodrigues et al. (2024), in their study Assessing the Quality of Automatic-Generated Short
Answers Using GPT-4, found that GPT-4 can underpin advanced question-answering systems
with high levels of relevance, clarity, and coherence. Their findings highlight GPT-4’s promising
role in assisting non-native speakers, especially in academic and educational settings where
answering and understanding text-based questions require nuanced language comprehension.

In addition to generating questions, ChatGPT can provide individualized support when learners
struggle to answer them. It can paraphrase complex sentences, offer vocabulary explanations in
context, and prompt students to think critically by asking follow-up questions or suggesting
where to look in the text (Teng, 2024). These features position ChatGPT not just as a provider of
answers, but as an interactive reading coach that adapts to learners’ needs and encourages active
meaning construction. For instance, a survey done by Waleed Daweli and Abdulrahman Moqbel
Mahoub (2024) found that university students found using ChatGPT for reading tasks enhanced
their understanding and confidence by boosting their reading accuracy and speed. Similarly, Kim
(2024) highlighted the model’s potential to reduce cognitive load and promote student
engagement when used strategically in reading instruction.

However, despite the growing body of research on ChatGPT’s affordances in language
education, few studies have explored students’ firsthand experiences of using ChatGPT to
support strategy-based reading. Most existing work has focused on evaluating GPT’s technical
performance or comparing comprehension scores before and after Al-assisted tasks (Balci, 2024;
Yang & Li, 2024). There remains a significant gap in understanding how EFL learners interact
with ChatGPT during reading, how they perceive its support across different question types, and
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how these interactions influence their development of comprehension strategies. This is
particularly important in the context of strategy instruction frameworks such as QAR, which rely
heavily on learner reflection, question-type awareness, and dialogic engagement with the text.

Addressing this gap, the present study investigates how university EFL learners used the QAR
strategy in partnership with ChatGPT to develop their reading comprehension. By examining
students’ qualitative experiences, the study aims to provide insights into the pedagogical
potential and practical limitations of integrating Al support with established reading strategies in
EFL contexts.

Methodology

This study was conducted at a university located in northern China and forms part of a larger
research project titled Online Virtual Context Learning Experience and Evaluation Based on
Academic English Discourse Comprehension. The current study investigates how university EFL
learners’ reading comprehension was developed through the use of the QAR strategy in
partnership with ChatGPT. It focuses specifically on learners’ lived experiences using generative
Al during their academic reading practice.

Participant Recruitment and Context

Participants were recruited from a cohort of first-year undergraduate students who attended a
lecture introducing generative Al in education. At the end of the lecture, students were invited to
participate in a qualitative study involving a series of three semi-structured interviews over the
course of one month. These interviews aimed to capture students’ individual experiences of
using ChatGPT to support their English reading tasks.

All participants were 18 years of age or older and were enrolled in an academic English program
that included two EFL classes per week. In addition, participants engaged in one guided reading
practice session per week using ChatGPT. Participation in the study was voluntary, and students
could choose either online or in-person interviews according to their preference. Each participant
received a ¥ 10 gift voucher for each completed interview as a token of appreciation.

A total of 35 students chose to participate in the study, resulting in 105 in-depth interviews.
Interviews were conducted by a member of the research team and lasted approximately 20
minutes each. All interviews were conducted via a video-conferencing platform, audio-recorded
with permission, and transcribed using a professional transcription service. Transcripts were de-
identified before the analysis began to ensure participants’ privacy and confidentiality.

While this study did not aim to draw inferences about specific equity groups, basic descriptive
statistics provide an overview of the participant group. Most students had limited prior access to
or knowledge of generative Al technologies such as ChatGPT. Nearly two-thirds of participants
(77.1%, n = 27) self-identified their reading performance related to the Test of English as a
Foreign Language (TOEFL) test as low-intermediate. A small portion identified themselves

as intermediate (14.2%, n = 5), while three participants categorized their reading ability as high-
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intermediate. These self-assessments suggest a participant pool with generally developing
reading proficiency, who were likely to benefit from scaffolded support and strategy-based
reading instruction.

Research Procedures and Interview Design

A brief orientation was provided at the beginning of the study, to support consistency in
students’ use of ChatGPT and the QAR strategy. Students were introduced to the GPT-40 mini
(free version). Each participant engaged in five guided reading sessions for five weeks, each
lasting approximately 40 minutes. Each session comprised two segments. First, learners read a
text and completed TOEFL reading comprehension questions. In the second part, they were
instructed to compose their own 5 to 10 QAR-type questions with answers based on the text,
then submitted the same text to ChatGPT and requested 5 to 10 questions. Afterward, learners
created their own 5 to 10 questions, aiming to reflect on and improve ChatGPT’s. They were
encouraged to engage in free-form interactions with ChatGPT, including asking clarification
questions, comparing logic, and challenging unclear or inaccurate responses.

The semi-structured interviews were designed to explore a wide range of topics, including
students’ motivations for participating, their reading practices before using ChatGPT, their
interactions with ChatGPT during reading, and their reflections on how their reading experience
changed after incorporating Al support. The flexible structure of the interviews allowed
participants to describe their experiences in depth while enabling the researchers to explore
emerging themes and perspectives across multiple participants. All interviews were conducted in
the participants’ mother tongue (Chinese) and audio-recorded.

Data Collection and Analysis

The interviews generated a rich corpus of qualitative data centered on participants’ reading
challenges, strategy use, and perceptions of ChatGPT as a reading partner. The recordings were
first transcribed and then the selected excerpts were translated into English for inclusion in this
paper. Al was used for automatic translation, then the translation was manually checked and
edited by two of team members to ensure accuracy and clarity.

The first level of data analysis involved inductively developing a preliminary coding framework
consisting of high-level descriptive codes. This framework was drafted after the research team
read and discussed a selection of transcripts, following the first three steps of Ritchie and
Spencer’s (1994) framework for qualitative analysis: immersion in the data, development of a
thematic framework, and initial coding.

Subsequent team meetings focused on re-drafting and refining the coding framework based on
emerging insights. Once finalized, transcripts were coded deductively using qualitative data-
coding software, NVivo. The high-level codes, such as Right There, Think and Search,

and Author and You, were aligned with the QAR framework and then distributed among team
members for deeper inductive and interpretive analysis.
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This analytical approach allowed the team to retain a broad overview of participant experiences
while also exploring nuanced dimensions of comprehension development. Fragmenting the data
into thematic categories facilitated the construction of a more comprehensive and coherent
picture of students’ learning journeys, particularly in relation to their evolving reading strategies
and interactions with ChatGPT.

Findings and Interpretation

This section presents the findings from a qualitative analysis of 105 semi-structured interviews
conducted with 35 university EFL learners over the course of one month. The study aimed to
explore how students’ reading comprehension was developed through the integration of the QAR
strategy and ChatGPT. Drawing on participants’ reflections and experiences, the analysis
identified key patterns in how students engaged with different types of questions (Right There,
Think and Search, Author and You) and how their comprehension strategies evolved through
their interactions with ChatGPT.

The findings are organized into three main themes, each corresponding to a level of reading
comprehension encouraged by the QAR framework. These themes illustrate how students
strengthened surface-level understanding, developed the ability to synthesize information across
texts, and gradually built confidence in inferencing and deeper interpretation. Participants’
quotes are included to foreground their voices and provide insight into the lived experience of
EFL reading with Al support.

Strengthening Surface-Level Comprehension through “Right There” Questions

At the early stages of using ChatGPT alongside the QAR strategy, many participants reported
improvements in their ability to identify and retrieve explicit information from reading texts—
skills associated with the Right There question category. These questions required learners to
locate answers directly stated in the text, often involving recognition of key vocabulary, sentence
structure, or factual detail. For learners who had previously relied on intuition or guessing, this
structured focus encouraged more intentional and text-based reading.

Participant 5 reflected on how interacting with ChatGPT sharpened their attention to detail and
vocabulary recognition:

WHRIE (ChatGPT) 2 Hi KA 10 UG B2 A AR F R HER Al B CE R
MR Wi EZRE LN RN LK G . AR RS R,
OIS fige oA R B T AN, BRI T AW RS &R, AR ESLE
ChatGPTZ; 3 E . [l noticed that some of the questions ChatGPT asked were very
specific. Sometimes the original wording from the article appeared in the questions again.
This made me go back and really work on understanding the details. Sometimes I could
answer independently. But when there were words or phrases I didn’t understand, I
couldn’t answer. Sometimes I looked them up, and sometimes I asked ChatGPT to
translate.] (Participant 5)
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This response reveals a process of cognitive sharpening—where learners began to notice exact
word forms and patterns that previously escaped attention. Instead of passively reading or
guessing meanings, learners started actively isolating and interpreting key elements. Importantly,
ChatGPT served as a linguistic scaffold, supplying immediate vocabulary explanations or
translations when learners reached a comprehension impasse. Participant 21 also appreciated the
contextual clarity ChatGPT provided when explaining vocabulary, especially compared to a
traditional dictionary:

FIXF TR 8, ChatGPTH) GRVE) #HE {8 POVE 45 iR R0 25 BEROR
o VRURFZREENE, BERGIREZ CSTIRANELED k. IR A E
EEIAHICH . [Compared to a dictionary, ChatGPT’s vocabulary translations are more
convenient. The meanings it gives are smoother to use in the sentence. If you keep

asking, it gives even more explanations, related to the context of the article.] (Participant
21)

This suggests that ChatGPT went beyond static word definitions and instead offered situated
explanations, allowing learners to better understand how words functioned in the context of the
passage. The AI’s responsiveness made it an accessible, low-barrier support tool that encouraged
learners to persist in making sense of challenging vocabulary rather than skipping or ignoring it.
In addition to vocabulary-level support, ChatGPT’s Right There questions often helped students
deconstruct long or complex sentences. Participant 8 described how the phrasing of ChatGPT’s
questions helped them understand difficult sentence structures by breaking them into manageable
parts:

B XA T WA, FEanii KuER), e R E X GXANE)TH)D
— iR, RRITHRARIE (A7) a8 BIOVERK, X ER. K
REFE . FIEANTEE S FMRE. [Its (ChatGPT's) questions would break up
certain sentences. For example, with long and difficult sentences, it would ask about just
part of the sentence. At first, I didn’t know what the sentence meant because it was long
and complicated. I would try to answer, and if I got it wrong, it would explain it to me.]
(Participant 8)

ChatGPT’s partial questioning approach with tailored explanation guided learners to isolate
manageable parts of long sentences, which aided the learner’s sentence-level comprehension.
And the feedbacks also improved confidence in dealing with complex academic language. This
step-by-step assistance helped learners internalize strategies for breaking down text
independently over time.

Together, these accounts suggest that the integration of QAR and ChatGPT helped students
develop foundational comprehension skills through guided attention to detail. Learners became
more effective at locating literal information, understanding difficult vocabulary, and unpacking
sentence structures. The dynamic interaction with ChatGPT promoted greater independence and
set the stage for deeper textual engagement in subsequent reading experiences.

Developing Synthesizing Skills through “Think and Search’ Questions
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As learners grew more comfortable with identifying literal information, they gradually
transitioned to more complex comprehension tasks through Think and Search questions. These
questions required them to locate, compare, and synthesize information from different parts of
the text, prompting a shift from isolated decoding to integrated meaning-making. For many
participants, this change represented a turning point in how they approached and understood
reading.

Participants reported that such questions encouraged them to move beyond quoting from the text
and begin summarizing key ideas in their own words. For example, Participant 19 described how
ChatGPT’s questions prompted them to think in a more integrative and reflective way:

8 (ChatGPTHIIIIED R — 5 A e R EA HOk, SR, £HE
HOoXMER. AN RSB CRS, RGHEE— FPTHUE EAREIZH . W
SEMHE—T . WAYRZ. RSN, WM SCAR TSR, s
H AT BEERIRATHIAN K —HE, ChatGPTHYUEEE N2y, SEMMEINESE, b 3-8 454k
]. [Some of the questions ChatGPT asked—1I couldn’t always answer them completely
on my own. They required me to summarize. I would sometimes write my own answer
first, then check how GPT answered it and compare. Most of what it said could be found
in the text, but it was more generalized, more summarizing. GPT’s answers were often
more concise and summary-like than ours.] (Participant 19)

This response suggests the emergence of comparative reasoning and metacognitive reflection.
The learner didn’t rely solely on ChatGPT’s output but used it as a reference point to evaluate
and refine their own interpretations. This iterative process (constructing an answer, checking it
against ChatGPT's, and reflecting on differences) promoted a deeper awareness of how meaning
is constructed across texts.

Participant 19 also articulated a key developmental shift: moving from literal copying to concise,
personalized summarizing:

A1 Z A n] G S A A R R SR S R R E AR (A1, (RAChatGPTAZHLZ
Ja) KA SN MR VE R — BiE F LA RX R SR . i, sEE CMEETER) &
WX (OCE) BB B FELMHT AN S . [We tended to use sentences
directly from the original text to answer questions. But after interactions with ChatGPT I
can describe the article in more general, summarized language. For example, I can
summarize what the first and second paragraphs are mainly about.] (Participant 19)

This indicates a transition from text-dependent responses to global understanding, as learners
began summarizing paragraph content and discerning main ideas independently. The ability to
describe what sections of the text were “mainly about” reflects growing comprehension of text
structure and argument development, which are key academic reading skills.
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For others, Think and Search questions supported a clearer understanding of textual logic and
event sequencing. Participant 11 reflected on how ChatGPT helped them grasp cause-and-effect
relationships and the overall flow of a passage:

A BRI LSS i, TR AT, R B RE KRR T A H2
‘WMWWM@&ZF%ﬂE%A%F(ﬂﬁ%)%ﬂﬁ%ﬂﬁﬁﬁ?oﬂﬁ%@
KAERSEEI, HERTHER. [Sometimes when I read something the first time, it
felt vague—I could only get a rough idea of what happened. But after the Q&A with
ChatGPT, the details became much clearer and more organized. I understood the
sequence of events and the cause-and-effect relationships.] (Participant 11)

These reflections show how learners moved from fragmented reading to a more structured and
connected discourse-level comprehension of text. Understanding the sequence of events and
cause-effect relationships requires learners to engage with text cohesion and narrative
structure—abilities that go beyond literal understanding. ChatGPT’s questions served as
prompts, drawing learners’ attention to how one idea connects to another. And its tailored
answers served as models, helping students recognize paragraph structure, link ideas, and refine
their own interpretations.

Collectively, these accounts demonstrate that Think and Search questions supported by ChatGPT
fostered reading strategies, including synthesis, summarization, and structural awareness and
assisted students in gaining a discourse-level comprehension. Learners began to transfer strategic
skills, such as comparing answers, summarizing across paragraphs, and clarifying logic chains.
These developments are especially meaningful in EFL academic reading contexts, where learners
must read not only for facts but to build arguments and construct meaning across extended texts.

Deepening Interpretation through “Author and You” Questions

The highest level of reading comprehension explored in this study emerged through Author and
You questions, which required students to make inferences, interpret implied meanings, and
relate ideas from the text to their own knowledge or experiences (Raphael, 1986). For many EFL
learners, this level of comprehension presents significant challenges due to linguistic limitations
and unfamiliarity with cultural or rhetorical conventions that shape author intention. However,
the integration of ChatGPT within the QAR framework offered learners a supportive, dialogic
space to practice these demanding interpretive tasks.

Unlike Right There or Think and Search questions, Author and You questions prompted learners
to read beyond explicit content, encouraging them to evaluate the tone, stance, or intent behind
the author’s choices. Participant 12 described how the process of interacting with ChatGPT
helped them move from a vague impression of tone to a detailed analysis of how tone was
constructed:

TR B — e e M Wt A S F 0 SO S, an Bk 223 Cha t GPT I r) 25 2 5 3K
REFNE EIX AN RSB AL, @4, siFEa. BRI g E A S
Po RPSEEUIXAN ) — L8y, A HERAMEEWIE . [When I first read a
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passage, I could roughly tell whether the tone was positive or negative. But after going
through Q&A with ChatGPT, I could understand how that tone was achieved—through
which words or sentence patterns. I gained a deeper and clearer understanding of the
details that created the tone.] (Participant 11)

This illustrates how ChatGPT’s scaffolded questioning guided learners toward linguistic
awareness of rhetorical effect—a critical aspect of academic literacy. Rather than just
recognizing the presence of a tone, learners began to unpack the mechanisms that shaped
meaning, a significant step in advancing interpretive reading.

Participant 33 further elaborated on how this question-and-response format, when paired with
their own reasoning, helped them understand how texts are constructed to convey viewpoint,
attitude, or intent:

A IEATIZ AR W), A HOREE, EREA ChatGPTHIBIN, XRhZR ] ik
77 A B T 3ATE IR ZI B 22 BEX AN SCRE R G R AR i3 B A
SEEE B EEEARSETBALS K. &EERSERE R TR CER
—NEVE. [I think this question-based format, where I have to answer myself and also
get help from ChatGPT, helps me understand more deeply how the article is formed. It
shows how the author conveys their opinions, attitudes, or intentions through different
writing techniques. In the end, I might even form my own view about the article.]
(Participant 33)

This quote underscores the metacognitive development that occurred through inferential
engagement. Learners not only interpreted textual meaning but also began to reflect on how texts
are crafted and what techniques writers use to guide reader response. Importantly, this process
led to personal meaning-making, where learners moved beyond comprehension to critical
evaluation and response.

Together, these experiences suggest that Author and You questions, when paired with ChatGPT’s
modeling and feedback, helped learners bridge the gap between textual cues and interpretive
insight. Rather than perceiving author intent as hidden or inaccessible, learners began to view it
as decodable through language, which empowered them to participate in deeper analytical
reading. This shift aligns with higher-level comprehension goals in academic contexts, where
students are expected to read critically, evaluate arguments, and articulate their own positions.

Overall, this theme illustrates that the integration of QAR ’s inferential questions with ChatGPT’s
dialogic support enabled learners to develop confidence in interpreting tone, intent, and
rhetorical function. The result was not only improved comprehension but also increased
awareness of textual construction and a stronger sense of reader-author interaction, which is a
hallmark of advanced academic reading.

Learner-Identified Limitations in Using ChatGPT for Reading Support

While the integration of ChatGPT with the QAR strategy offered valuable support for reading
comprehension, several participants also raised concerns about the limitations of using Al in this

Reading in a Foreign Language 37(1)



Zhang, Xu, Huang, Huang, Wang, & Shen: Reading differently with ChatGPT: EFL learners’ use of question-... 13

context. These learner reflections reveal important insights into areas where ChatGPT’s guidance
was perceived as insufficient, inconsistent, or requiring further effort to interpret.

One common limitation reported was the tool’s handling of polysemous (multi-meaning) words.
Participant 20 noted that simply asking ChatGPT for a definition sometimes led to confusing or
unhelpful outputs:

ALEHES LR EZR, REENEE N, EARMRASS 4, B a1
R BIFAR O XA A VRS 45 EMMAPTER AT XS —L. [For
words with multiple meanings, if you just ask it for the definition, sometimes it doesn’t
give all the relevant meanings, or the ones it gives don’t fit smoothly in the sentence. You
need to give it the sentence context—then it’s better.| (Participant 20)

This highlights the importance of contextualization in vocabulary support and the limits of
ChatGPT’s output when queries lack full sentence context. Learners needed to learn how to
prompt the Al more strategically in order to receive useful help.

Another concern was the Al’s performance in analyzing complex sentence structures. While
some participants found it helpful, others found that ChatGPT struggled to break down longer
sentences clearly:

EXTAME A R o AR A BN 2 ANTE 2, LRI A A — R, I 204~ 14]
CAHEMFERSIRIEEL, RGN A IX/\TE: [Its breakdown and explanation of

long, complex sentences is sometimes unclear. When the sentence is a bit longer—say
more than 20 words—it gets confused and doesn’t explain clearly why it broke it up that
way.] (Participant 25)

This illustrates that while ChatGPT can simplify some text structures, its syntactic parsing is not
always reliable—especially with dense academic language—and learners still had to rely on their
own judgment to evaluate its explanations.

Participants also observed limitations in ChatGPT’s summarizing ability. Rather than offering
concise paraphrasing, it sometimes copied long sections of the original text:

A LEREFE YR R, B B AT Re s RBUW D SO e 1) — BE NS, A RARKS
. WS HCCHMFE— T, [For some summarizing questions, its answers sometimes

just copy long chunks from the text and aren’t very concise. I’ll usually try to summarize
it myself afterward.] (Participant 28)

This shows that students remained aware of the need for more refined output and sometimes took
active steps to rephrase or improve on ChatGPT’s responses—demonstrating a level of critical
awareness and autonomy.

Finally, some learners expressed doubts about the quality of ChatGPT’s inferential reasoning,
particularly when responding to interpretive questions:
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A7 I PR AR LE A [R5 ) ERFRA AR B A S 22 5%, ER AR PRI I . A5 H ) Bl 25
FRBEARIBHER, ZHEMABEMIAKRIER . [Sometimes its answers are different
from what we expected—especially for inferential questions. Its responses and
explanations aren’t always accurate, and the logic behind them isn’t clearly

explained.] (Participant 31)

This suggests that although ChatGPT can model certain forms of reasoning, its interpretive logic
may not always align with learners’ expectations, and the opacity of its decision-making
sometimes left students unsure of its reliability.

Taken together, these accounts emphasize that while ChatGPT served as a useful dialogic
partner, it also required strategic use, evaluation, and correction. Learners developed a more
discerning relationship with the Al over time, learning when to rely on it and when to question or
refine its outputs. These findings reinforce the need for explicit instruction in Al literacy,
including how to frame prompts, evaluate responses, and maintain a balance between assistance
and independent reasoning.

Summary of Findings

Together, these three themes illustrate how students’ EFL reading comprehension developed
including words, sentences, text structure, theme and writing style, while facilitated by the
integration of the QAR strategy and ChatGPT. At the surface level, Right There questions helped
learners identify key details and decode complex vocabulary and sentence structures with the
immediate linguistic support of ChatGPT. As students progressed to Think and Search questions,
they began to synthesize information across paragraphs, summarize main ideas, and understand
logical connections with increasing autonomy. Finally, through Author and You questions,
learners engaged in deeper interpretation, inferring tone, evaluating author intent, and forming
their own perspectives on the text, with the support of ChatGPT’s modelled reasoning.

In addition, learners identified important limitations in ChatGPT’s responses, including vague
definitions, difficulties in parsing long or complex sentences, overuse of copied text in
summaries, and occasional inconsistencies in inferential logic. These experiences highlight the
importance of critical engagement, suggesting that while ChatGPT can serve as a powerful
reading partner, its effectiveness depends on learners’ strategic use, judgment, and awareness of
its constraints.

Discussion

This study set out to explore how university EFL learners’ reading comprehension was
developed through the integration of the QAR strategy and ChatGPT. The findings reveal a clear
development in learners’ comprehension, ranging from surface-level understanding to deeper
textual interpretation. The QAR framework provided a scaffolded approach that helped learners
identify question types and adopt appropriate strategies, while ChatGPT acted as an adaptive
partner—offering real-time feedback, modelling reasoning, and encouraging metacognitive
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reflection. Together, these tools fostered growth not only in comprehension accuracy but also in
learner agency, strategic thinking, and engagement with texts.

At the Right There level, learners benefited from ChatGPT’s ability to support decoding
processes—especially abstract vocabulary clarification and syntactic simplification (Shin & Lee,
2023). This aligns with previous research that emphasizes the role of Al in lowering linguistic
barriers (Kim, 2024; Xiao & Zhi, 2023; Yang & Li, 2024). However, the present study moves
beyond technical affordances and shows that, when paired with QAR, learners actively used
ChatGPT to test their understanding, verify answers, and reflect on their own strategy use. Such
dialogic engagement supports a more constructivist approach to comprehension, where learners
participate in meaning-making rather than passively receiving answers (Teng, 2020).

As learners encountered Think and Search questions, they began to synthesize information
across text segments—a skill often underdeveloped in EFL contexts due to a focus on sentence-
level understanding (Koda, 2005). ChatGPT’s prompting encouraged learners to revisit earlier
content, connect ideas, and produce summaries, which helped them see the text as a cohesive
whole. These findings support the notion that Al, when integrated with strategy instruction, can
act as a metacognitive coach—guiding learners to plan, monitor, and evaluate their reading
behaviours (Ghaith & El-Sanyoura, 2019; Kim, 2024; Teng, 2025a; Yang & Li, 2024).

Through Author and You questions, learners moved into the highest tier of comprehension—one
that requires inferencing, interpretation, and critical reflection. The QAR framework helped
demystify the inferencing process, while ChatGPT provided concrete examples and justifications
that modelled how to arrive at deeper meaning. Participants’ ability to analyse tone, evaluate
argumentation, and form personal responses highlights a shift from surface engagement to
critical reading. This aligns with findings from Shin and Lee (2023) who note that ChatGPT’s
explainability and adaptiveness can empower learners to explore and justify their interpretations.
However, unlike previous studies focused on performance outcomes (Kim, 2024; Wang et al.,
2024), the present research offers rich qualitative evidence of how learners internalized and
personalized those interpretive strategies.

Yet, in contrast to optimistic portrayals of Al’s effectiveness, the current study uncovers
important limitations in learners’ actual experience with ChatGPT. Participants sometimes noted
that ChatGPT’s responses lacked precision when defining polysemous vocabulary, analysing
long sentences, or providing concise summaries. This supports recent cautionary research
(Waleed Daweli & Abdulrahman Mogbel Mahoub, 2024; Xiao & Zhi, 2023) noting that while
ChatGPT performs well in controlled tasks, its outputs may not always be suitable for nuanced
interpretation in language educational settings. The learners’ tendency to cross-check, revise, or
question ChatGPT’s responses reflects emerging Al literacy and underscores the need for
guided, critical use—an area that remains underexplored in current scholarship (Lo et al., 2024;
Yang & Li, 2024).

This study also contributes to current conversations on the pedagogical use of generative Al in
EFL education. While much existing work explores Al as a content generator or feedback tool
(Balci, 2024; Lo et al., 2024; Teng, 2024), the present study positions ChatGPT as a dialogic
reading partner—one that can interact meaningfully with learners to provide immediate and
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personal support. By integrating a structured questioning strategy (QAR) with ChatGPT, this
research highlights the potential of human—AlI collaboration in EFL reading while also
recognizing the conditions necessary for its success, such as learners’ critical awareness and
contextualized use.

Limitations and Future Research

While the study offers valuable insights into how QAR and ChatGPT jointly supported EFL
reading comprehension development, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the
participant group consisted of first-year university students from a single institution in northern
China. Although the diversity of reading proficiency levels provided a range of perspectives, the
findings may not generalize to learners in different educational contexts, age groups, or cultural
backgrounds. Future studies could extend this work by examining how learners at different
proficiency levels or in secondary school settings engage with Al-supported reading strategies.

Second, the data were collected exclusively through self-reported reflections in interviews.
Although this approach provided rich qualitative data on learners’ experiences and perceptions, it
did not include triangulation with reading performance data or real-time interaction logs with
ChatGPT. Future research could integrate learning analytics or think-aloud protocols to capture
more precise patterns in how learners process texts and apply reading strategies during Al
interactions.

In addition to methodological limitations, this study also revealed practical limitations related to
the use of ChatGPT in reading support. Learners reported several constraints in the tool’s
performance, including vague or overly literal definitions of complex vocabulary, difficulties
breaking down long or abstract sentences, and inconsistencies in inferential or summary-based
responses. These findings underscore that ChatGPT, while powerful, is not a flawless
educational assistant. Its effectiveness depends on learners’ ability to interact with it strategically
and critically. Future research should explore how to better support students in developing Al
interaction strategies, particularly for managing limitations in language precision, inferencing
accuracy, and summarization.

Conclusion

This study explored how university EFL learners developed reading comprehension through the
integration of the QAR strategy and ChatGPT. Drawing on qualitative data from 35 learners, the
findings revealed a developmental progression in comprehension, from identifying explicit
information (Right There), to synthesizing across text segments (Think and Search), and finally
to interpreting tone and author intention (Author and You). Learners engaged in dialogic
interaction with ChatGPT, using it not as a static answer provider but as a reflective partner that
supported reasoning, offered models, and encouraged strategy use.

Importantly, the study also revealed limitations in ChatGPT’s performance, including unclear
sentence breakdowns, and imprecise inferential explanations. These findings emphasize that
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while ChatGPT can enhance reading strategy development, its effectiveness depends on learners’
ability to use it critically and strategically. The combination of QAR and ChatGPT proved
particularly valuable—not only in building comprehension, but also in fostering autonomy,
metacognitive awareness, and a deeper engagement with texts.

By foregrounding learners’ voices and experiences, this study contributes to the growing body of
research on Al in education, highlighting the potential of structured Al-supported reading
practices. It invites educators and researchers to explore pedagogical designs that integrate Al
tools like ChatGPT with established strategy instruction, while also preparing learners to
navigate the limitations of such tools through reflection, critical thinking, and Al literacy.
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