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Abstract 
This systematic review focused on the analysis of reading comprehension at its literal, inferential, and critical 
levels. To this end, various scientific databases were explored, including Scopus, Web of Science, Medline, and 
SciELO. Articles were selected using the descriptor "reading comprehension" in both Spanish and English, 

depending on the language of each database. The analysis process concluded with the selection of 50 studies, 
distributed as follows: 16 from Web of Science, 14 from Scopus, 5 from Medline, and 15 from SciELO. The results 
demonstrated the importance of comprehensively addressing the three levels of reading comprehension to 

promote meaningful learning. A gap in the effective acquisition of new knowledge was also identified, attributed to 
deficiencies at these levels. These findings highlight the need to implement pedagogical strategies that explicitly 
reinforce reading skills in order to optimize learning and comprehension processes. In summary, the review 

underscores the importance of strengthening reading comprehension instruction at its various levels to overcome 
existing difficulties and promote deeper and more lasting learning.  
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Resumen 
La presente revisión sistemática se centró en el análisis de la comprensión lectora en sus niveles literal, inferencial 

y crítico. Para ello, se exploraron diversas bases de datos científicas, incluyendo Scopus, Web of Science, Medline 
y SciELO. La selección de artículos se realizó utilizando el descriptor "comprensión lectora" tanto en español 
como en inglés, según el idioma de cada base de datos. El proceso de análisis concluyó con la selección de 50 

estudios, distribuidos de la siguiente manera: 16 provenientes de Web of Science, 14 de Scopus, 5 de Medline y 
15 de SciELO. Los resultados evidenciaron la importancia de abordar de manera integral los tres niveles de 
comprensión lectora para promover un aprendizaje significativo. Asimismo, se identificó una brecha en la 

adquisición efectiva de nuevos conocimientos, atribuida a deficiencias en estos niveles. Estos hallazgos resaltan 
la necesidad de implementar estrategias pedagógicas que refuercen de forma explícita las habilidades lectoras, 
con el fin de optimizar los procesos de aprendizaje y comprensión. En síntesis, la revisión subraya la relevancia 

de fortalecer la enseñanza de la comprensión lectora en sus diferentes niveles para superar las dificultades 
existentes y favorecer un aprendizaje más profundo y duradero. 
 

Palabras clave: comprensión lectora, comprensión inferencial, comprensión crítica.  
 

Introduction 
Reading is a fundamental pillar for accessing information and generating knowledge. For this reason, it is 

essential that students develop effective reading skills (Del Puerto, 2023; Amin & Bakhsh, 2021; Fathima & 
Ahamed, 2023). Furthermore, it is imperative to strengthen critical comprehension levels through specific 
strategies that promote reading habits (Alarcón La Rosa, 2024; Armijos et al., 2023; Naz et al., 2022). However,  

despite the efforts made, reading comprehension remains a significant challenge in the educational field. 
Difficulties in text interpretation persist, with many students limited to literal comprehension and exhibiting 
substantial deficiencies in inferential and critical levels (Del Puerto, 2023; Maldonado et al., 2023; De la Peña & 

Luque-Rojas, 2021; Andrade & Utria, 2021). Currently, this issue is evident among university students, who 
frequently encounter limitations when addressing various types of texts (Duc & Lan, 2023; Akbarı et al., 2021;  
Suwanaroa, 2021; Sánchez & Silva, 2021). 
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On the other hand, UNESCO emphasizes the importance of a communicative approach to language,  
paying special attention to its use in diverse contexts. In this regard, the variety of texts that students interact with 
enriches the reading experience, testing skills such as literal and inferential comprehension, and requiring the 

application of reading strategies in the classroom—a challenge that significantly impacts academic outcomes 
(UNESCO, 2020). 

According to the PISA 2022 report, Latin America and the Caribbean demonstrated a less pronounced 

reduction in learning levels compared to more advanced regions; however, a large proportion of 15-year-old 
students fail to achieve minimum competencies in mathematics, science, and language (OECD, 2022). Research 
conducted in Latin America indicates that reading comprehension is adversely affected by the absence of 

integrative methodological strategies; in this sense, the coordinated use of ICT could enhance s tudent interest in 
reading and improve performance (Peña et al., 2021). In Peru, only 1% of students reach level 5 or higher in 
reading, compared to the 7% average in OECD countries. This small group demonstrates the ability to comprehend 

extensive texts, grasp abstract ideas, differentiate facts from opinions, and utilize implicit cues (OECD, 2022).  
In light of this scenario, a fundamental question arises: What is the contribution of studies on reading 

comprehension among university students at the literal, inferential, and critical levels? Promoting robust reading 

comprehension not only supports the achievement of learning objectives, but also enables higher education 
students to acquire key competencies for effectively navigating their academic and professional training. 
 

Methodology 
For the development of this study, a qualitative approach was chosen, adopting a descriptive and 

documentary design, grounded in a comprehensive literature review on reading comprehension levels among 
university students. The review process adhered to the guidelines of the PRISMA method (Paje et al., 2021). 

 

1 Search phase 
A systematic exploration was conducted in accredited academic journals indexed in databases such as 

Scopus, Web of Science, Medline, and SciELO. Keywords such as “reading comprehension,” “inferential 

comprehension,” and “critical comprehension” were employed. Additionally, a language filter was applied to include 
publications in both English and Spanish, considering only those published between 2021 and 2024. 
 

2. Evaluation phase 
The titles and abstracts of the retrieved articles were carefully examined to determine their relevance.  

Inclusion criteria were applied, prioritizing original articles and excluding theses and systematic reviews . 

 
3. Analysis phase 

The selected articles were reviewed in depth to extract relevant information regarding various levels of 

reading comprehension. Essential data related to research design, sample characterization, employed 
methodology, and obtained results were compiled. 
 

4. Synthesis phase 
The main findings of the selected articles were summarized, identifying both recurring themes and possible 

divergences between studies, and formulating conclusions that underscore the educational implications of the 

results. In total, 118 articles were analyzed, from which a final sample of 50 studies was selected for detailed 
review. 
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Figure 1 
PRISMA flow diagram 

 
Results and discussion 
 

Table 1 
Scientific articles corresponding to literal level 
 

Author Year Contribution 

Panklam & 
Kaowiwattanakul 

2024 The GFOS model significantly impacted comprehension, particularly at the literal level. 

Yon et al. 2024 The collaborative reading strategy was effective, with the literal level being the highest. 

Mason et al. 2024 
They demonstrated an interactive effect of condition and cognitive reflection on literal 

comprehension. 

Mamani-Quispe  
et al. 

2024 
They found a significant relationship between metacomprehension and comprehension, 

with less than half achieving the literal level. 

Al-Seghayer 2024 
The traditional text proved more effective, although greater comprehension was observed 

in the electronic text at the literal level. 

Zapata-Vega et al. 2023 The need for autonomous learning of literal reading was identified. 

Sánchez-
Domínguez et al. 

2023 
A positive relationship was found between comprehension, reflective learning style, and 
academic performance, achieving a good category at the literal level with a value of less 

than half. 

Herrada et al. 2023 
They found low levels in identifying key ideas and faced difficulties in constructing a 

conceptual map. 

Montes de Oca  
et al. 

2022 
The development of comprehension skills was favored by the implementation of the 

didactic manual, with the literal level being predominant. 
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Silarayan et al. 2022 
Satisfactory results in comprehension were achieved through multimodal texts on 

Facebook, with the literal level being most predominant. 

Guerra-García  
et al. 

2022 
Improvements were evidenced across up to three levels of comprehension, with an 

increase at the literal level. 

Sánchez & Silva 2021 They demonstrated a good index at the literal level. 

Alshehri  & Zhang 2022 
Better performance in literal comprehension was observed, with syntactic knowledge as 

one of its predictors. 

Nishihara 2022 
Easy-to-read poems do not guarantee fluent reading; poetic texts are read at different 

speeds, and grammatical deviations interrupt literal comprehension. 

Lin et al. 2021 SEM models indicated that motivational strategies indirectly affect literal comprehension. 

 
Source. Analysis matrix of articles 

Table 2 
Scientific articles corresponding to inferential level 

 

Author Year Contribution 

Gebremeskel  
et al. 

2024 
They observed a significant difference after the intervention, with main ideas being 

frequent and inferring meaning. 

Torres-Orihuela  
et al. 

 
2024 

Greater achievement was evidenced in the comprehension of complete or original texts 
(TC) and verbal-only texts (SV). Inferential comprehension of the TC artifact highlights the 

relevance of integrating semiotic modes. 

Aziz et al. 2024 
Better scores were visualized in the paper reading test compared to screen reading, 

favoring inferential comprehension in the paper reading test. 

Díaz et al. 2024 
Following the implementation of the ILVEM method, an increase in comprehension was 

observed, particularly in the ability to make high-level inferences. 

Jiménez et al. 2024 The attention dimension contributes the most to comprehension, followed by inference. 

Rahmasari et al. 2024 
The peer tutoring strategy integrated with the KWL chart has an effect on inferential 

comprehension. 

Ruiz & Moreno-
Gudiño 

2024 They evidenced deficient comprehension levels through the Cloze test. 

Astaiza-Samboní 
& López-Molina 

2024 They observed an improvement in comprehension, increasing at the inferential level. 

Rojas et al. 2024 
Difficulty was visualized in relating data found in different parts of the text compared to 

making inferences with prior knowledge. 

San Martín & 
Troncoso 

2024 Only at the inferential level was the maximum expected score achieved. 

Paricahua-Peralta 
et al. 

2023 
An instructive level was reached in identifying, organizing, and expressing ideas, while 

the inferential level presented greater challenges. 

Vilca-Rodríguez & 
Torres-Orihuela 

2023 
Reading is conceptualized as obtaining data from the text to understand what is intended 

to be communicated, along with conceptualizations such as interactive-interpretive 
processing. 

Anggia & Habók 2023 Reading for inference was more challenging than the other sub-skills. 

Duche et al. 2022 Inferential comprehension was at a low level. 

Castells et al. 2022 
In two of the categories for quality of synthesis, textual organization and content accuracy 

impacted inferential comprehension. 
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Cabrera-Pommiez 
et al. 

2021 They evidenced difficulty in items assessing higher-level implicit reading tasks. 

Ghaith 2021 
He observed a tendency to read in a balanced manner, reflecting text-based responses, 

critical evaluation, and personal reactions to narrative reading. 

Mayoral-Gutiérrez 
& Peredo-Merlo 

2021 The identified inferences were not affected by prior knowledge. 

Inga 2021 The cascade method influences comprehension, especially at the interpretive level. 

Wang et al. 2021 
The generation of bridging inferences was observed; when phonological memory is 

affected, resources are allocated to construct causal relationships at the inferential level. 

Tarchi & Villalón 2021 
Cognition improved argumentation through essay extension, while open-minded thinking 

was associated with inference and recall of inferential clauses. 

 
Source. Analysis matrix of articles 

Table 3 
Scientific articles corresponding to critical level 
 

Author Year Contribution 

Le et al. 2024 Knowledge and critical comprehension strategies predominated. 

Wichanee & 
Thongrin 

2024 
They observed an increase in comprehension skills, surpassing the level of lexical 

comprehension, being capable of critical literacy. 

Nikitina et al. 2024 The use of multimedia technologies promoted the development of critical thinking. 

Dudina 2024 An improvement in critical reading skills was observed in the experimental group. 

Vongkulluksn  
et al. 

2023 
The use of scaffolding produced written products with higher argumentative quality and 

the ability to evaluate critical information. 

Saidalvi et al. 2022 
Three lower-order thinking skills (knowledge, comprehension, and application) were 

perceived, with difficulties in synthesizing and evaluating reading materials. 

Al Roomy 2022 
Critical reading skills improved comprehension to understand new words and utilize 

contextual cues. 

Meng-Jung et al. 2022 High scores were observed on the self-reported critical reading scale. 

Amavizca & 
Alvarez-Flores 

2022 
A group showed a higher mean value of expression and issuance of appropriate value 

judgments, critical level, and appreciation. 

Nuñez & Ramirez 2022 
A tendency towards digital media for reading was evidenced, while others used it for 

recreational reading. 

Castaño-Roldán  
& Correa 

2021 
They observed difficulties in understanding and identifying the author's stance in 

informative texts, as well as adopting intermediate positions. 

Javorčíková et al. 2021 
The main difficulties lay in implicit rather than explicit tasks, necessitating improvements 

in critical reading. 

Montes et al. 2021 They evidenced underdeveloped critical thinking. 

García-Sánchez & 
García-Martín 

2021 
Significant differences were observed in the relationship between what is read and prior 

knowledge. 

 
Source. Analysis matrix of articles 

 
Promoting literal comprehension typically requires the implementation of active learning strategies, such 

as the GFOS model and collaborative strategic reading (Panklam & Kaowiwattanakul, 2024; Yon et al., 2024).  

However, despite these efforts, literal comprehension remains low and shows only a moderate relationship with 
metacognition (Mamani-Quispe et al., 2024). Recent research highlights the prevalence of the literal level, 
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especially when working with manuals (Guerra-García et al., 2022; Montes de Oca et al., 2022; Sánchez & Silva, 
2021). Nevertheless, scores continue to fall below expectations, demonstrating a persistent challenge despite the 
recognized impact of different learning styles (Sánchez-Domínguez et al., 2023). Crucially, syntactic knowledge 

emerges as a significant predictor of literal comprehension (Alshehri & Zhang, 2022). Moreover, while motivation 
improves comprehension indirectly, it underscores the need for engaging and dynamic reading practices (Lin et 
al., 2021). On the other hand, difficulties in identifying main ideas and creating concept maps (Herrada et al., 2023) 

reveal a broader issue related to synthesis, emphasizing the importance of training in the extraction of explicit 
information. 

Regarding text format, traditional texts often outperform digital ones; however, the latter can facilitate literal 

comprehension, particularly in tasks that require direct information retrieval (Al-Seghayer, 2024). Although digital 
resources are increasingly accessible, the proliferation of distractions and the gap between reading motivation and 
actual practice hinder effective engagement, highlighting the need to foster consistent reading habits (Zapata -

Vega et al., 2023). Digital tools and strategies such as highlighting and metacognitive prompts have shown 
improvements in literal comprehension (Mason et al., 2024; Silarayan et al., 2022). Finally, literal comprehension,  
especially in complex texts like poetry, goes beyond vocabulary mastery: grammatical deviations can significantly 

interfere, demanding deeper analytical approaches that exceed superficial reading (Nishihara, 2022).  
Conversely, various studies emphasize effective strategies for enhancing inferential comprehension, such 

as multiple reading tasks based on multiple intelligences theories, the use of semiotic modes, and peer tutoring 

complemented by KWL charts (Gebremeskel et al., 2024; Torres-Orihuela et al., 2024; Rahmasari et al., 2024),  
thus highlighting the variety of pedagogical approaches to improve inference. Similarly, methods such as the 
cascade method, virtual learning objects (OVA), and the ILVEM method leverage this diversity to achieve positive 

outcomes (Inga, 2021; Astaiza-Samboní & López-Molina, 2024; Díaz et al., 2024). 
Nevertheless, challenges persist, especially in applying inferential skills to humanities and literary texts 

(Ruiz & Moreno-Gudiño, 2024; Paricahua-Peralta et al., 2023; Duche et al., 2022; Anggia & Habók, 2023; Cabrera -

Pommiez et al., 2021; Jiménez et al., 2024). These issues are often attributed to an excessive focus on literal 
comprehension and deficiencies in attention and inferential capacity. It is interesting to note that reading in print  
format facilitates better inferential comprehension compared to reading on screens (Aziz et al., 2024), suggesting 
important differences in the medium's impact. Additionally, beliefs about reading, along with epistemological beliefs 

and cognitive dispositions such as open-mindedness, significantly influence inferential ability (Ghaith, 2021; Vilca-
Rodríguez & Torres-Orihuela, 2023; Mayoral-Gutiérrez & Peredo-Merlo, 2021; Tarchi & Villalón, 2021).  
Furthermore, efficient inferential processing requires the formulation of bridging inferences and the activation of 

cognitive mechanisms such as articulatory rehearsal (Wang et al., 2021), delving into the cognitive processes 
involved. Ultimately, strong inferential skills show a close relationship with academic writing, and studies suggest  
that developing writing strategies can reinforce reading comprehension (Rojas et al., 2024; San Martín & Troncoso,  

2024; Castells et al., 2022), thus evidencing a bidirectional link between inference and writing mastery.  
In contrast, while numerous studies report deficiencies in higher-order critical skills, some indicate that 

students tend to overestimate their basic comprehension, revealing difficulties in synthesis and evaluation, which 

points to a considerable disconnect between confidence and competence (Le et al., 2024; Saidalvi et al., 2022).  
Likewise, other research identifies broader issues related to critical reading and comprehension of implicit 
information, indicating a widespread pattern of difficulty across various contexts (Amavizca & Álvarez-Flores, 2022;  

Montes et al., 2021; Castaño-Roldán & Correa, 2021; Javorčíková et al., 2021). While strategies such as 
integrating literacy practices, using multimedia resources, and specific linguistic instruction are oft en 
recommended (Wichanee & Thongrin, 2024; Nikitina et al., 2024; Dudina, 2024; Vongkulluksn et al., 2023), the 

debate regarding the relative importance of structured scaffolding versus autonomous practice continues.  
Similarly, while technological tools enjoy broad support for improving contextual comprehension and visual 
analysis (Al Roomy, 2022; Meng-Jung et al., 2022; Nuñez & Ramírez, 2022), there are divergent views regarding 

their effectiveness and proper use. In summary, these findings reflect both a consensus around certain strategies  
and tensions regarding the emphasis and most suitable methods to foster the effective development of critical 
reading skills (García-Sánchez & García-Martín, 2021). 

 
 
 

Conclusions 
Literal comprehension continues to predominate among university students. Despite the implementation 

of various pedagogical strategies, most tend to focus on the explicit decoding of text, influenced by factors such 
as learning styles and motivation. Although both traditional texts and digital highlighting tools are useful, greater 
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emphasis is needed on developing more complex comprehension skills. It is noteworthy that the scope of this 
study was limited to specific contexts, which may restrict the generalization of the results. Therefore, future 
research should explore these strategies in more diverse populations and over extended periods to better 

understand how to foster deeper and more lasting literal comprehension.  
Regarding inferential comprehension, significant improvement is observed thanks to innovative strategies  

such as using multimodal texts and peer tutoring. However, students still face considerable difficulties, particularly  

when working with literary texts, challenges associated with complex cognitive and attentional processes. 
Promoting positive beliefs about reading may contribute to enhancing these inferential skills. Considering the 
limitations of the present study, further investigation is necessary to validate specific interventions that strengthen 

inference, ideally evaluating their long-term effects in various educational and cultural contexts.  
Finally, critical reading remains the most challenging level, especially concerning the evaluation and 

synthesis of information. Although multimedia tools and explicit instruction facilitate progress, students tend to 

overestimate their abilities, highlighting the urgency of implementing more precise and in-depth strategies. 
Additionally, fostering active participation and a balance between reasoning and data analysis is related to 
improvements in critical skills. However, it is essential to continue researching with larger samples and innovative 

methodologies aimed at developing approaches that promote more active and reflective critical reading practices 
in diverse contexts. 
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