The Receptive Skills


Reading

[image: ]
What is reading?
To begin, consider what 'reading' is. In your context, what kinds of things are learners expected to read? Think about types of text, amounts of reading, time expected to read.
Make some notes in your Personal Journal. (Write no more than 150 words.)
Now let's consider the purpose of this reading. Shown below are some examples.
Real world purposes
Reading authentic material which serves a function
· a train timetable
· cooking instructions
· a letter from school
Academic purposes
Reading to inform you for the benefit of your academic studies
· journal article
· book chapter
Reading for gist (skim reading)
· reading a longer article quickly to get the main idea (e.g., a newspaper or magazine)
Reading for specific information (scan reading)
· scanning a text, searching for specific information (e.g., keywords, names, dates)
Reading for detail
· reading a text slowly and purposively, paying close attention, taking notes, highlighting key points and checking the meaning of unknown vocabulary

Students may need to incorporate reading strategies to deal with different text types and for different purposes. For example, the reasons for reading will determine how detailed the reading needs to be. There are also other things to consider in the reading classroom – for example, how second-language learners process information while reading.
To explore this further, we will now turn our attention to some models of reading which address linguistic processing.
Models of reading

There are two main models of reading which address the kind of processing that occurs: top-down vs bottom-up. See the headings for more information.
Top-down processing
Top-down processing happens when someone uses their background knowledge or the context to predict the meaning of the text they are going to listen to or read. Rather than focusing on individual words, this processing concentrates on expectations, inferences, and predictions about the text, and the student either confirms or rejects these as they read.
Bottom-up processing
Bottom-up processing happens when we try to understand language by looking at the individual meaning of the smallest units of a text. In the case of reading, this is the words. Learners begin with this method and move onto trying to understand whole texts.
Asking learners to read aloud may encourage bottom-up processing because it encourages them to focus on word forms, as opposed to meaning.
Using both bottom-up and top-down approaches
Learners can be encouraged to use both bottom-up and top-down strategies to help them understand a text. For example, in reading comprehension, learners use their knowledge of the genre to predict what will be in the text (top-down), look at the sub-headings to predict what sections will be about (top-down), and focus on specific lexical items to understand their meaning (bottom-up).
In the following case study activity, imagine that you are going to teach an 'English for academic purposes' class – the focus is reading. The learners will read a text about globalisation. You will be presented with an outline of reading tasks for the case study.
Extensive vs. intensive reading
A further method of enhancing second-language (L2) learners' confidence in reading is to encourage them to read widely and often.
This is known as 'extensive reading'. Students have access to a variety of reading material, but the teacher gives them the freedom to decide what to read. The aim of extensive reading is to increase reading fluency. It also encourages the use of a more top-down approach, where students focus more generally on meaning, rather than looking up every new word in a dictionary.
In contrast, intensive reading tends to focus on complete comprehension, and students look up the meanings of new words and focus on ensuring the accuracy of their comprehension. These texts are chosen by teachers and tend to require a closer reading.
Both extensive and intensive reading have benefits for students, but there are other considerations to bear in mind for our reading classrooms. Some of these considerations are explored in the following section.
Practical principles

Schema
One such consideration is the activation of what is known as the 'schema'. This is a framework or concept that helps us make sense of information. Cook (2013) emphasises the importance of a strong focus on the schema when teaching reading. In other words, reading rarely occurs in isolation – we derive meaning from other types of knowledge stored in our minds.
The quote below concerns a famous experiment by Bransford and Johnson (1982, cited in Cook, 2013), and it provides an example of schema theory. As you read, consider what additional information you would need to fully understand the text. What do you think the paragraph is about?
"The procedure is actually quite simple. First you arrange the items into different groups. Of course, one pile may be sufficient depending on how much there is to do. If you have to go somewhere else due to lack of facilities that is the next step; otherwise, you are pretty well set. It is important not to overdo things. That is, it is better to do too few things at once than too many. In the short run, this may not seem important, but complications can easily arise. A mistake can be expensive as well. At first the whole procedure will seem complicated. Soon, however, it will become just another facet of life. It is difficult to foresee any end to the necessity of this task in the immediate future, but then, one can never tell. After the procedure is completed, one arranges the materials into different groups again, and then they can be put in their appropriate places. Eventually, they will be used once more and the whole cycle will have to be repeated". Bransford and Johnson 1982, cited in Cook (2013, p.122)
A person reading the passage in isolation will get little from it. However, once the reader knows that the text is referring to washing clothes, the meaning becomes a lot clearer. This demonstrates the importance of background knowledge and context for L2 learner readers.
Staging
Another important consideration is the structure of the reading lessons. To facilitate the reading abilities of L2 learners, lessons should be clearly staged. This means that the activities should build upon each other and should involve a pre-reading task to activate the students' schemata, as discussed in the previous section. L2 learners often benefit from reading a text more than once, so providing a different purpose to read can be helpful. These activities are known as while-reading activities. Extension activities or post-reading activities can be given, depending on time restraints.
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