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The Think-Aloud Protocol (TAP) is a central method in applied linguistics for exploring reading 

strategies. Yet its use in bilingual contexts raises persistent methodological difficulties. This 

presentation reflects on the challenges I encountered when applying TAPs in my doctoral study, 

which examined how Persian-English readers at CEFR levels B1-C2 completed a reading task 

using an environmental science text while verbalizing their thought processes. Several challenges 

emerged during my research process. First, small and uneven group sizes (only two participants at 

B1 and two at C2) created statistical limitations, complicating analyses such as ANOVA and 

requiring reliance on non-parametric tests.  Second, the cognitive load of reading and reporting 

simultaneously limited the accuracy and completeness of data, especially among lower-proficiency 

learners.  Third, the nature of TAP data and participant variability, in L1/L2 literacy, also posed 

difficulties: while some participants provided rich and detailed reports, others produced minimal 

comments. These differences reflected not only proficiency but also variation in literacy 

background, confidence, and socio-pragmatic norms of verbalization. A further limitation lay in 

the lexical profile of the stimulus text: technical and culturally specific terms placed uneven 

demands on participants, often prompting translation or paraphrase. This made it harder to separate 

vocabulary-related difficulties from broader comprehension processes and increased variability in 

the TAP data in terms of richness, accuracy, and processing time. Finally, coding as a solo 

researcher presented dilemmas of reliability when labelling and classifying strategies as supportive 

or non-supportive. These methodological issues highlight the limits of relying on verbal protocols 

alone in bilingual reading research. The experience suggests the value of hybrid methodological 

designs, such as complementing TAP with eye-tracking or other online measures, and of 

strengthening coding procedures through inter-rater checks. By reflecting on these barriers, the 

presentation shows how applied linguistics can balance authenticity with methodological 

precision. 

 


