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BECOMING A READING TEACHER

This book encourages readers to think about reading not only as an encounter with written language, but as a lifelong habit of engagement with ideas. We look at reading in four different ways: as linguistic process, personal experience, collective experience and as classroom practice. We think about how reading influences a life, how it changes over time, how we might return at different stages of life to the same reading, how we might respond differently to ideas read in an L1 and L2. There are 44 teaching activities, all founded on research that explores the nature, value and impact of reading as an authentic activity rather than for language or study purposes alone. We consider what this means for schools and classrooms, and for different kinds of learners. The final part of the book provides practical stepping stones for the teacher to become a researcher of their own classes and learners. The four parts of the book offer a virtuous join between reading, teaching and researching. It will be useful for any teacher or reader who wishes to refresh their view of how reading fits in to the development of language and the development of a reading life.
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SERIES EDITOR'S PREFACE


About the series

Research and Resources in Language Teaching is a ground-breaking series whose aim is to integrate the latest research in language teaching and learning with innovative classroom practice. The books are written by a partnership of writers, who combine research and materials writing skills and experience. Books in the series offer accessible accounts of current research on a particular topic, linked to a wide range of practical and immediately useable classroom activities. Using the series, language educators will be able both to connect research findings directly to their everyday practice through imaginative and practical communicative tasks and to realise the research potential of such tasks in the classroom. We believe the series represents a new departure in language education publishing, bringing together the twin perspectives of research and materials writing, illustrating how research and practice can be combined to provide practical and useable activities for classroom teachers and at the same time encouraging researchers to draw on a body of activities that can guide further research.



About the books

All the books in the series follow the same organisational principle:


Part I: From Research to Implications

Part I contains an account of current research on the topic in question and outlines its implications for classroom practice.

Part II: From Implications to Application

Part II focuses on transforming research outcomes into classroom practice by means of practical, immediately useable activities. Short introductions signpost the path from research into practice

Part III: From Application to Implementation

Part III contains methodological suggestions for how the activities in Part II could be used in the classroom, for example, different ways in which they could be integrated into the syllabus or applied to different teaching contexts.

Part IV: From Implementation to Research

Part IV returns to research with suggestions for professional development projects and action research, often directly based on the materials in the book. Each book as a whole thus completes the cycle: research into practice and practice back into research.





About this book

This book encourages readers to think about reading not only as an encounter with written language, but as a lifelong habit of engagement with ideas. The authors look at reading in four different ways: as linguistic process, as personal experience, as collective experience, and as an integral part of the teacher's daily planning and pedagogy. Whilst the book does discuss reading in the classroom, it also takes a few steps beyond the classroom. The authors consider how reading influences a life, how it changes over time, how we might return at different stages of life to the same reading, how we might respond differently to ideas read in an L1 and L2. There are 44 teaching activities, all founded on research that explores the nature, value and impact of reading as an authentic activity rather than for language or study purposes alone. The book then suggests what this means for school reading policy, for schools and classrooms, for homework and assessment, and for the way you choose classroom texts. The final part of the book provides practical stepping stones for the teacher to become a researcher of their own classes and learners, trying out for themselves ten research questions described in earlier sections. The four parts of the book offer a virtuous join between teaching, reading, reflecting and researching. For all readers we hope the book refreshes their view of how reading fits in to the development of language and the development of a reading life.

We hope that you will find this book and the series exciting and above all valuable to your practice and research in language education!


Anne Burns and Jill Hadfield (Series Editors)
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Becoming a reading teacher

We have called this book Becoming a reading teacher, with the double meaning in this title fully intentional. On the one hand we can interpret ‘the reading teacher’ as the teacher who builds reading into the lesson. This may well be you, opening this book today. As a teacher of reading, you make multiple decisions, such as how far your reading activities are about language development; which specific reading sub-skills you teach; and how or how far your focus should be on the content and meaning of the texts. For some teachers of reading, the question is how to lead from responding to text, to ‘talking’ back as an active participant, with text as a starting point for learners to express their own creativity.

But there is another way of interpreting ‘reading teacher’. This is the teacher who not only provides the opportunity for learners to be readers, but who is a reader themselves. This interpretation of ‘reading teacher’ describes the teacher who reads as a lifelong habit, not for study, or language learning, but for personal enjoyment and growth, and who communicates this enthusiasm to learners. In this second meaning, we discuss not so much how a teacher might plan a reading lesson, but how they might build a whole reading culture that goes beyond the classroom.

This book takes both approaches. We look at the teaching of reading from many angles, including those suggested above: reading as language development, as skills development, as engagement with meaning. But we also look at the ‘reading teacher’ in terms of building reading enthusiasms, encouraging personal engagement and leading reading out of the classroom and into a lifelong habit.



Why should a teacher of reading engage with research?

There may be good reasons why a teacher of reading might not be interested in research. A teaching life is already more than busy; there are materials to prepare, students to think and care about, marking to do, forward planning to consider. In a busy teaching day there are few moments of rest, and if we do manage to sit down at the end of the day, it is a time to unwind, and not to become challenged by something new. More troubling, you may feel that research is created by other people who have very different priorities to you, who have the space, funds and leisure to conduct projects which have little bearing on your own working life. If these thoughts echo some of yours, there are good reasons why a new look at research might change your mind.

First of all, research allows us to turn our difficulties, surprises and challenges into questions, and to seek answers to them. For example, research unpacks why some learners are faster than others; why some reading strategies work better than others; why enjoyable reading is not an indulgence or distraction from ‘real’ teaching. Research, in fact, can help us respond to teaching challenges, find new strategies where we have felt blocked and argue our case when we need to justify our choices and teaching decisions.

Secondly, research allows us as teachers to see our role in the bigger picture. The individual teacher is not alone in testing out the value of a new idea, a new set of materials or a new teaching fashion. There are likely to be others too asking the same questions and coming to their own solutions, and we all benefit from seeing ourselves as part of a collective rather than as a lone voice, solving problems on our own and inventing wheels that someone else has trialled and refined over years. Research joins us up with others and gives our questions and experiences a wider, and shared, perspective.

Thirdly, research informs and drives change – in policy, thinking, methodology, assessment and materials development. Teachers need to be part of the change, and part of the research that drives it. If teachers opt out of research, they also opt out of ensuring that research is workable and effective and makes a positive difference to them and their learners.

To build this bridge between teachers and researchers, this book is structured around ten questions, starting with what learners do when they read and moving towards what teachers can do to research their own practice as readers and teachers of readers. We take a holistic view of reading, recognising that we read for many reasons: to gather information, to enter imaginary worlds, and that these reasons lead beyond the classroom, to the way we think and even act in the world.

Some terminology is used throughout the book. L2 is used to indicate any language that is not the learner's home language, whether this is a foreign language, a second language used for work or study, an additional language or a third language. Although there are contextual differences between each of these kinds of second language, this book suggests questions, activities and research studies which are relevant to all of them. Part III suggests ways these activities can be differentiated for different kinds of learners and classrooms.



Ten questions about reading

Recent writing on reading and on reading in a foreign language acknowledges the huge complexity of the reading process. Indeed, Grabe (2009) makes a case for not talking about the reading process, but rather conceptualising it as a group of processes. While research into reading has expanded our understanding of its complexity and range, teachers may still be mainly influenced in their practice by the ways in which they learnt and practiced reading: for example, by isolating reading from other skills and practicing it through reading comprehension, or by reading extensively for pleasure without conscious skills-building. The findings of researchers may appear to have little connection with what is taught and learnt in classrooms.

We address this gap between researcher and practitioner knowledge by asking ten questions that have puzzled and interested teachers in the workshops, reading programmes and projects we the co-authors have run over more than 80 combined teaching-researching years. These questions cluster into four broad themes: reading as language development, reading as personal experience, reading as collective experience and reading pedagogy.


Framing reading as linguistic process

Questions 1–4 grapple with the question of how far reading should be seen as a vehicle for language teaching, how the first language helps and differs from second language reading and the kind of knowledge learners need to understand and appreciate a text.


	What are we doing when we read?


	What are the different reasons and ways people read?


	What knowledge do we bring to our reading?


	What is the relationship between L1 and L2 reading?






Framing reading as personal experience

Questions 5 and 6 acknowledge that reading is not only an activity for language learning, but can change the way we think and feel. Can, or should, the language teacher create these conditions for reading in their classes? What should your role be as a language teacher, in fostering this personal experience of reading?


	Why and how do people read for pleasure?


	Can reading change the way we think and feel?






Framing reading as collective experience

Question 7 deals with the assumption that reading is an isolated, even lonely, process. We ask how far reading is part of shared communication and fosters connections with others locally, culturally and imaginatively.


	How far and in what ways is reading a collective act?






Framing reading as pedagogy

Questions 8, 9 and 10 are concerned with the development of teachers, asking what it is they need to know, do and be in order to be effective teachers of reading.


	What pedagogies are used in the teaching of reading?


	How should teachers of reading teach language?


	What does it mean to be an effective teacher of reading?







What this book is not

This book does not claim to be a comprehensive reading syllabus. However, it is a tool for change, to be adapted by each reader for their own context and purposes. The ideas in this book can nourish the development of reading curriculum, provide evidence and examples for changing and guiding new policy, and support the teacher who wants their reading classes to be innovative and transformative.

Also, this book does not claim to be a comprehensive research manual that leaves no research stone unturned. We have navigated the huge literature on reading through the lens of our ten questions and selected research studies and concepts which we think will be most meaningful, practical and helpful for teachers. It is designed for both teachers new to research as a way of questioning their practice, and teachers familiar with research and its potential to inform and change. What it does is to help both kinds of teacher ask and answer precise questions, equipped with research tools and ideas that can be applied to their own purposes and concerns.



What this book is

The core purpose of the volume is to show how research can offer a means to re-evaluate and re-energise reading in the ELT classroom. Most distinctively, it aims to encourage readers to think about reading not only as an encounter with written language, but as a lifelong habit of engagement with ideas. There is a great deal available in the ELT world that concerns the teaching of reading for individual lessons: for example, pre, post and while-reading activities, jigsaw reading, reading games and comprehension tasks. Whilst we do discuss this, this book takes the teaching of reading a few steps further and beyond the classroom. We think about how reading influences a life, how it changes over time, how we might return at different stages of life to the same reading, how we might respond differently to ideas read in an L1 and L2, or stories read in free flow without stopping for comprehension or language practice. The activities are all founded on research that explores the nature, value and impact of reading as an authentic activity rather than for language or study purposes alone. What this means for school reading policy, for schools and classrooms, for homework and assessment and for text choices is explored in Part III. For the teacher, the book offers new ideas and possibilities for teaching, and for transforming their teaching into sources of research knowledge. For all readers we hope the book refreshes their view of how reading fits into the development of language and the development of a reading life.






Part OneFROM RESEARCH TO IMPLICATIONS

DOI: 10.4324/9781003041382-2



A: FRAMING READING AS LINGUISTIC PROCESS


Introduction

At one level, reading is about interpreting signs and shapes on the page. As we do so, the act of turning these shapes into meanings entails not only what we see on the page but also our experiences in the world, our assumptions about its categories and connections, and our expectations about what texts can do. We draw on our knowledge of the world and the culture which surrounds us, and we compare the text we are reading to all the other texts we have encountered which look the same or which we read in the same context. We do so rapidly, sometimes without consciously appreciating these many processes.

How does research help us understand all the processes which lead from seeing shapes on the page to recognising them as connected and meaningful text? How does ‘knowing how to read’ connect with ‘knowing a language’?



Question 1: What are we doing when we read?

Throughout most of our waking hours, we do something which is related (if not identical) to what you are doing now: reading. In the past 24 hours, you have probably read a number of short messages on your phone (probably on WhatsApp), seen and read a short announcement about a train being delayed or the destination of the next train, read the news in a paper or online, read and evaluated your learners’ written work, read an email from a friend, read a tweet by someone you follow and maybe spent some time immersing yourself in a novel. Reading is something that many of us do throughout the day, for longer or for shorter periods, and there were probably very few hours in which you were not reading for at least part of the time. With the prevalence of mobile phone communication and of social media, the average person is reading and writing far more than in any previous era, though they do this in forms that are very different from the ways in which these activities were conducted up until the last couple of decades.

The prevalence of reading in our daily lives masks an important point: namely, that it is not a ‘natural’ thing to do. We are not hard-wired to read, whereas we are hardwired to speak: all human beings, with a few exceptions, learn to speak merely by being exposed to speech. Reading, on the other hand, has to be taught (Wolf and Barzilai 2009), and we know that even with prolonged teaching there are people who do not succeed in doing this, for a variety of reasons. As Cain, Compton and Parrila (2017:1) write, ‘printed words are one of the most remarkable inventions of humankind, and learning to read them is one of the most remarkable achievements of human individuals’. Writing and reading entered human life probably around 5,500 years ago; interestingly writing was invented in a number of different centres around the world – probably four to six different centres – though the alphabet was invented only once, around 1850 BCE, and all alphabetic writing systems are descended from this single original alphabet.

Another issue that sometimes obscures the discussion is that the word ‘reading’ has taken on a host of meanings; we talk about ‘reading someone's mind’, or ‘reading someone's expression’; we even talk of ‘reading the world’ – all of these are instances of the word ‘reading’ meaning something wider than the act of reading script. These extensions of the word ‘reading’, though important and meaningful, can sometimes cloud the core meaning of the word, which is that, at its very base, reading consists of decoding symbols and matching combinations of these symbols to representations in our mental lexicon. So when you came across the word ‘lexicon’ in the previous sentence, you performed a number of cognitive operations which told you the meaning of this string of letters. If you had come across the word לקסיקון, you would probably have been stumped, because you probably don’t recognise these letters, though you do know the word which they spell (lexicon). On the other hand, when you read the sentence ‘Two bulked DNA samples are generated from a segregating population from a single cross’, you were probably able to recognise each word and decode it properly, but probably did not understand what this sentence actually means (and neither do we!) – because although you recognise words such as ‘bulked’, ‘segregating’ and ‘cross’, you most probably don’t know what they mean in this context – so your mental lexicon does not have representations of these words that would make sense in this context.

At a very basic level, then, you need to know two things in order to be able to read: you need to know the language in which the text is written and you need to know the system which represents this language in print in order to be able to decode the signs on the page (or on the screen, or in another system of representing words, such as Braille). This observation gives rise to what is known as ‘The Simple View of Reading’ (Hoover and Gough 1990), which posits that success in reading depends on the interaction of decoding ability and language comprehension, and which sees these two as the basic elements of reading (see Stuart, Stainthorp and Snowling 2008 for a highly accessible explanation). This is not to say that there aren’t other factors that come into play (and we will discuss these factors later in this section), but rather that these two elements are crucial for reading. At its barest, the Simple View of Reading suggests that Reading Comprehension (RC) is the product of two components: Decoding (D) and Language Comprehension (L; this is often referred to as Listening Comprehension, because it is measured through listening and oral tasks; we use the term proposed by Stuart, Stainthorp and Snowling 2008). The usual formulation then is

RC=D×L

The interaction between these two components changes over time. When children begin to learn to read, the differences between their reading comprehension results will be mainly dependent on their decoding ability. Slowly slowly, as they acquire the alphabetic principle and develop their decoding ability, the accuracy and speed of decoding rise, until, with older readers, it reaches a ceiling and stops providing us with any new information about reading ability – because the differences between readers on this measure become very small (Farnia and Geva 2013).

There are a number of myths concerning reading, including reading in a foreign language. One persistent myth is that reading is ‘a psycholinguistic guessing game’, in which readers don’t process every word in a text, or even every letter in a word, but rely on context to decode the words (Goodman 1967). But if that were true, this beautifully presented harpsichord chiaroscuro bungalow would pose a problem for you as a reader, wouldn’t it? And it probably didn’t: you were able to identify and read the words ‘beautifully presented’ in spite of the fact that there was no previous semantic context here for you to rely on, and you probably also processed ‘harpsichord’, ‘chiaroscuro’ and ‘bungalow’ with no problems. Yes, you possibly paused on them a bit longer than you would pause on other words, without consciously noticing it, partly because they are long words which are quite rare in the language, and your higher level processes probably also made you wonder what these words were doing there – they are, after all, totally unexpected, and the mechanisms you employ for monitoring your comprehension alerted you to that – but you probably went on reading them, trying to see whether they fitted in. In fact, it is fairly obvious that you needed to decode them and access their meaning in order to realise that they did not fit into the sentence in any kind of way. The important point is that decoding is independent of context, and although it can be facilitated by context – in an effect we call priming – we don’t rely on this facilitative effect to decode words. As Geva and Ramírez (2015:17) say, ‘to become good comprehenders, novice EL2 learners need to develop their basic word-level reading skills, regardless of the age when they begin to learn EL2’. (See also Paran 1996 for an overview of this field; see Nassaji 2014 for a recent summary of research in this area.)

There are myriad reasons for the persistence of the idea that ‘reading is a psycholinguistic guessing game’. One of them is that it is true that many times readers do not actually process every word or even every sentence. We often use various techniques such as skimming and scanning to quickly read through text, find areas of the text that interest us in particular, focus on specific points, make decisions about continuing to read and so on. But we are likely to do this more when we are reading about something that we know about, in a language that we know well, and when we are proficient readers. Rodgers (2009), who researched young adult L2 learners of English preparing for the IELTS test, showed they found skimming difficult and challenging.

L2 reading researchers have been aware for more than 30 years of the importance of the skills of word recognition and decoding, sometimes known as ‘bottom-up’ processes; Eskey (1988) coined the phrase ‘holding in the bottom’ in reference to this. However, Newton (2016:433)
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