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Objective: This study aimed to analyze the cognitive levels of reading comprehension
questions in the English section of Iran’s National Entrance Examination (Konkur) over the
past decade (2015-2024) based on Barrett’s Taxonomy. The research focused on determining
the extent to which the exam questions address both lower-order thinking skills (LOTS) and
higher-order thinking skills (HOTS).

Methods: This study was an applied one and was conducted using a descriptive-analytical
method with a content analysis approach. The research population included all reading
comprehension questions from the national exams conducted between 2015 and 2024. Using
census sampling, a total of 166 questions from 11 exams were analyzed. A coding checklist
was developed based on Barrett’s five cognitive levels: declarative, reorganizing, referential,
evaluative, and perceptual. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, tables, and graphs.
Results: The results showed that questions at the expressive level were the most frequent (an
average of about 37%), while the comprehension level was completely omitted in most years.
Reference and evaluation level questions showed relative growth, which can be considered
as a sign of a gradual move towards higher-level thinking skills (2020-2024). However, the
distribution of questions was still skewed in favor of lower cognitive levels.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that reading comprehension questions in Iran’s university
entrance exam have predominantly targeted lower cognitive levels over the past decade, with
insufficient emphasis on analytical, evaluative, and affective dimensions of reading. These
results are consistent with the findings of international studies. It is suggested that the design
of questions be revised to create greater alignment with the goals of the national curriculum by
maintaining a balance in cognitive levels and paying attention to high-level emotional skills.
Keywords: Reading Comprehension, Konkur, Barrett’s Taxonomy, Cognitive Levels, Higher-
Order Thinking Skills, Test Analysis
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