HERIZE T 2B RFEDOFEFEOFHE 1 L

Nurturing Higher Levels of ESL Reading
Comprehension in
Japanese Junior College Students

The need to be able to cope with reading lit-
erature written in English, in today’s in-
creasingly internationalized society has put
much of the reading material used in Japanese
schools and colleges under serious scrutiny.
The materials and methods presently used for
developing reading comprehension do very
little to enable students to deal with future
encounters with English in the workplace and
even less in developing their ability to appre-
ciate literature,

It has been argued by Rosenblatt (1978),
Widdowson (1979), and others that success-
ful reading is an act of creation: the reader
creates meaning through the interaction with
a text. In this view, the meaning of a text
does not reside in a fixed, static form frozen
within the words on the page. Rather, it e-
merges anew in each encounter of a reader
with a text. Therefore, a text does not con-
tain meaning as such but, as Widdowson sug-
gests, potential for meaning, which readers,
both native and non-native, will realize in
varying degrees. This ability to create mean-
ing (what is usually referred to as compre-

hension) depends critically on, and in fact
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may be said to presuppose, another kind of
interaction — that of various types of infor-
mation the reader brings to the reading task
and information available in the text 1tself’.
Unfortunately. the education system provides
very little time or opportunity for students
to explore all that literature has to offer.
Instead they are subjected to batteries of
comprehension exercises in preperation for
Although the

education system remains in a semi-state of

various crucial examinations.

flux, the relationship between the Ministry
of Education, teachers and educationists in
many ways remains reminicent of the 1930’s
when Harold E. Palmer was Director of IRET,
in Japan.’

Recent work in the production of a new high
school English textbook has re-enforced my
belief that this situation is unlikely to im-
prove in the near future. Therefore, ways of
developing the more mundane reading materi-
als and strategies that students had become
accustomed to within the tertiary education-
al system, were needed if students were going
to be cognizant with all that literature has

to offer.
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The strategies outlined in this paper arc
based on those presented by Merritt for use
with native speakers and this paper will entail
a brief examination of what is involved in
achieving an adequate level of comprehen-
sion". An assessment of the contribution
of typical comprehension exercises, and the
consideration of alternative strategies for
developing reading comprehension to a point
where students can select and evaluate mate-
rial for themselves. Those strategies men-
tioned here plus others having already been
incorporated in a reading course at Kyoel
Gakuen Junior College. The difficulties en-
countered in tailoring these strategies for use
with second year college students and their

effectiveness will be delt with in later papers.

FUNCTIONAL READING

Essentially functional reading is a selective
process in which we skim, scan, or study in-
tensively those parts of a text which will
enable us to satisfy a previously defined read-
ing purpose. This purpose will be related to
an everyday need of greater or lesser impor-
tance. Cognition, therefore, will be related
to the priority of purpose, and with it the
importance of relating everything that is read
to previous knowledge and experience. Which
will involve:

identifying significant detail (noting omi-
ssions, discriminating between explicit state
ment and inference, and distinguishing be-
tween fact and opinion);

reorganising information in accordance with
the initiating purpose (rather than being
dominated by the structure of the text);

using relevant criteria in evaluating facts,

opinions, and arguments (checking against

other evidence. the judgements ol others
whose opintons are valuod, and checking the
internal logic ol the argument);
assimilating and accommodating (adding
to the knowledge organised within previously
accepted categories, modifying existing know-
ledge and existing categories where necessary,
and achieving syntheses that may lead to de-

cisive changes in attitudes or behaviour).’

To achieve this students will need to he
troined In a number of skills to facilitate

their negotiation of certain receptive skills.
These skills being divided into type 1 and
type 2 skills.™ Type 1 skills can be divided
into three categories; predictive skills (lead
in), extracting specific information (scann-
ing), getting the gist (skimming). These
skills are those that students perform on a
text when they attempt it for the first time
and preceed type 2 skills. Type 2 skills are
generally concerned with more detailed ana-
lysis and are generally categorised as; the ex-
traction of detailed information, recognising
function and discourse patterns and deducing
meaning from context.

Is all of this achieved by the typical com-
prehension exercise found in many texts?
The following example will give some idea
of how much many students achieve by

studying:

The xinps were smonkin vapely in the 1kl
ee. Some xinps were brup but the other xinps
were purb. They were all zx and rather veher
so they did not uma the noru.

. What were the xinps doing?

. How were they smonkin?

. Where were they smonkin?

1
2
3
4. In what way were the xinps the same?
5. In what way were they different?

6

. Why did the ximps not uma the noru?
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In this example, students are presented with
texts which make just as little sense to them,
as it does to you, but they can still answer
the questions. The words of an ordinary
comprehension test may be more familiar to
them, because they may have heard them
regularly, but they may have as little genuine
understanding of these words as you, the
reader, have of those in the above text, even
though you can answer each of the questions
set.

Students learn how to move the words
around in exercises of this kind and with
practice can soon write answers to examina-
tion questions. Anyone with a few texts such
as the above, and plenty of practice on "com-
prehension” questions such as the above,
would have little difficulty in writing an
interesting essay on the attributes and be-
haviour of the xinps.® With these possibilites
in mind, it takes only a brief study of typical
questions and answers to Japanese examinat-
ion questions to realise just how shallow 1s
the comprehension that students achieve —
even though considerable intelligence is often
used in achieving these low levels of compre-
hension. A fact born out when a similar test
to the one above was given to a group of uni-
versity students and a group of Kyoei Gakuen
junior college students. While the university
students scored higher than the junior college
students both groups admitted to having no
idea as to the meaning of the passage.”

Other disadvantages of comprehension exer-

cises are that they are usually of the multi-

‘ple choice type, ie., a number of alternatives

are provided and the student has to tick or

‘underline the correct answer. Of which many

can be answered correctly without even look-

ing at the text, therefore, the comprehension
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task is fundamentally different from most
normal reading because of the limited possible
range of answers.

These objections are as much a criticism of
many comprehension tests, as they are of com
prehension exercises. As a means of develop-
ing comprehension, however, a further object-
ion is that they are simply exercises, and
nothing more. They give the student no
direct help in developing those comprehen-
sion processes referred to earlier. They can
be highly effective—at a superficial level, for
students to acquire the skills necessary for
succeeding in so called ”"comprehension” tests.

But every time a student opens a book and
reads merely what he or she is told or reads
to answer questions set by someone else, they
are merely being trained to process words at
the minimal depth that will ensure appro-
bation, or avoidance of censure. Those mind-
less learning routines that ask for no more
than this are the most fundamental barriers
to the development of reading comprehen-

sion.*

REPAIR STRATEGIES

We should give serious consideration to
many strategies if we wish to facilitate
students development, rather than provide
the educational equivalent of an obstacle
course in which the obstacles bear little rela-
tion to those of real life. Among those worth

considering are:

A Negotiated Curriculum

To design curriculum situations in which the
student defines his or her own purposes, and
reads to achieve an outcome that satisfies
these clearly defined purposes is the para-

mount strategy. The outcome must then be
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evaluated by the student in terms of these
purposes — not the possibly irrelevant or even
inconsequential purposes of the author of
the textbook. The student should also be
encouraged to make full use of the outcome
thus achieved and learn, in doing so, the value
of effective reading.

An extra emphasis on the negotiated curri-
culum, v which is what this strategy amounts
to, requires more carefully planned teaching—
not less. There can be no place in such a
curriculum for sloppy, laissez-faire attitudes,
in which students are expected to develop a
sure sense of priorities without guidance. If
there is so much debate among educationists
about educational priorities there is little
justification for expecting morefrom students
than we can produce ourselves. The teacher
does not, therefore, abdicate from his respon
sibilites in a negotiated curriculum, or seek
refuge from reality by claiming that his role
is non-prescriptive. Education is prescriptive
in principle— it is whatever the educationist
defines as worthwhile. It is also prescriptive
in practice, for students are not set free to
do anything they like as the fancy takes
them.

What 1s prescribed by any responsible edu-
cationist is the organisation of a curriculum
which satisfies the carefully thought-through
objectives of the teacher, the course or college.
What 1s advocated in the negotiated cur-
riculum is the continuous engagement of the
students themselves in curriculum decision
making. For thisto work, they needstarting
points that make immediate sense to them,
which produce outcomes which are high on
their own list of immediate priorities, but
which also happen to lead towards the devel
opment of values which are consistant with

their own long-term interests. To set the de

velopment of reading comprehension in any
lesser context is to settle for the dross of
immediate convenience, rather than the
excellence of educational necessity.®

In the following strategies to be described,
students produce materials for developing
their own learning. The next strategy is con-
cerned with the development of comprehen-
sion of individual words, and the latter with

the understanding of texts.

Cloze Concept

Deleting some of the words in a text so that
meanings have to be inferred is one way of
encouraging students to extract more mean-
ing from the cues available in a text. Some
care needs to be taken as some kinds of dele-
tion make minimal demands on the reader.

Note the differing demands in the following

texts:
a. [t wasa
b. She rode on the
c. The rode majestically into the
castle, his armour coloured by

the setting sun.

Example a, without additional context,
allows a wide range of possibities and pro-
vides little to work on apart from the syn-
tactic structure which indicates a noun." In
example b, the noun is obviously a word which
means 'able to be rode upon’, but the possibi-
Ities are still fairly wide. In example ¢, the
reader has to use backward acting cues for
the first deletion. 'Rode majestically’
suggests a King or a knight. Even with the
addition of ’armour’, however, the reader can
rely upon little more than association and it

is not possible to draw any firm conclusions
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about the rider without additional clues. In
the second deletion however, the reader may
feel that an inference can be made about the
colour of 'the setting sun’ and conclude that
the armour was red.

The provision of texts with deletions which
can be solved by a thoughtful scrutiny of all
the clues available in the text seems to offer
a promising means of developing word com-
prehension.® Especially if the assumption is
made that, In a cloze test, a response which
is totally syntactically and semantially ac-
ceptable indicates that the student has under
stood what he or she has read. Responses
that are not acceptable will provide the tea-
cher with evidence about the processes used
by the student in responding. It should also
be assumed that the more competent student
will use larger pieces of text while filling a
cloze test blank than will a less able student,
and that more competent students will rely
on semantic cues rather than syntactic cues.’
Bearing in mind the importanceof a previously
defined reading purpose, we must accept that
setting cloze texts as exercises may be of as
little value as setting any other kind of
exercise.”

In view of this, the best way of using cloze
type texts is to have suitable texts available
for use as and when they are needed. Suppose,
for example, We intend to cover a particular
set of concepts at some stage, cloze texts are
prepared in advance so that any students
having difficulty in understanding a particu-
lar concept can be referred to the relevant
section of the cloze workshop. This saves
teaching a whole class what only some of the
students may need, or spending an excessive
amount of time with anyone student.

There is much to be gained by getting

students to work in pairs on clozed texts.
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Each student will tend to spot different clues
and the resulting debate is likely to be much
more educational than the practice of work-
ing alone. First, however, We need to work
through a number of texts with small groups
so that the students learn how to approach
the text. By discussing the various clues that
can be used we can provide students with
direct help 1in developing comprehension
skills."™

Merrit sugests that the constuction of cloze
workshops can be a shared responsibility.
The more advanced students can be encourag-
ed to select texts, assess their readability,
where necessary, for less able students. Such
an exercise provides useful opportunities for
revision. Even more important, however, is
the extent to which it reveals whether the
more advanced student really understands a
concept. And in studying a text in order to
decide what words to delete, the student can
make further strides in learning about the
clues that need to be used to achieve the fullest
possible comprehension of a particular word
or phrase. This understanding is further
developed if the more advanced student has
to construct a simplified text which contains
This will often help

the more advanced student to see any defects

all the relevent clues.

in the original exposition and engage in fur-
ther reading. Thus, good reading teaching
Is good subject teaching. This is perhaps a
reasonable enough methodological goal con-
sidering the circumstances, but adopting this
particular method for use in the Japanese ESL
classroom will require either substancial

alteration or student training.

Prediction and Diagrammatic Models

An examination of the nature of reading out
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comes, 1.e., the process of assimilation and
accomodation, and any resultant changes in
attitudes and “or behaviour, leads to the next
strategy.

If we really comprehend what we read, then
what we assimilate or accommodate is not
the actual words. We do not comprehend by
remembering a text as it is or a rearrange-
ment of the words in the text or even a verbal
summary. If you ask someone to tell you
today about something they have read and
understood they usually use words, and a des-
criptive sequence, that bears little relation
to the words and descriptive sequence of the
original text, and if you ask them the same
question next week you may get an equally
lucid account of the text but in a very differ-
ent sequence. Some key words or phrases
will tend to recur, but these are labels which
elicit deeper understanding of a non-verbal
kind.

Suppose for example, you read a description
of a person’s face, or scene, you may well
construct in your imagination, a visual image
of some kind. If you read a set of figures
you may make sense of these by conceiving
of them as a graph. If you read a set of in-
structions which you cannot carry out imme-
diately you may form in your mind’s eye a
sequence based on a series of realistic images
or a series of symbols. Similary, historical
sequences and relationships may be seen as a
tree diagram, a biological classification may
be seen as an attributes matrix, or a logic
argument as a Venn diagram.®

This strategy for developing reading com-
prehension is then to encourage students to
represent their non — verbal understanding
by means of a suitable diagram.® This ena-
bles the reader to check each element against

the text to see whether anything has been

omitted or added, and to decide whether the
structure of the dimentional model is a valid
representation of the ideas presented in linear
form in the text. How this works can be

seen 1n the following example:

Father and Son

Dr. White of New York works at a center
for boys with learning problems. One day a
father brought his son to him for testing.

The father told Dr. White about his son.
"The boy is having difficulty in learning and
can’t even play baseball. My sonisn’t doing
well because he doesn’t try. 1 have done
everything for him. [ have even shouted at
him and punished him. But nothing helps.’

Dr. White tested the boy and then called in
his father. He asked the father to sit in
front a mirror and gave him a pencil and a
piece of paper. There was a star on the paper.

He asked the father to look only in the
mirror and follow the lines of the star with
the pencil. The father made the same mis-
takes anyone makes. Every time he moved
the pencil, it went the wrong way. The
father’s face became red. At this point the
doctor shouted at him, 'Hurry up! Why are
you taking so long? Don’t you know left from
right?’ These words made the father very
angry. 'Can’t you understand?’ the doctor
said to him,’ That’s how your son feels all the
time.’

Suddenly the father understood everything.

He put his face down on the table and began
to cry.

(Extract from Access To English, Book one,

Kaitakusha, 1993.)

This passage was taken from a current

Japanese high school textbook. The corris-
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ponding comprehension exercises consisted of
a cloze test and the standard type "Wh’ ques-
tions. No higher reading comprehension ques-
tions or exercises were provided.

Figure 1 1s an attempt to represent the
information in the passage. A quick glance
will tell you that it 1s impossible to represent
the material in the text with out making a
number of assumptions which need to be
questioned.

This is not necessarily a criticism of this
particular text. Books cannol be written to
satisfy every reader’s specific information
needs. What is relevant and the identifica-
tion of any omissions that are signmificant
for the reader will always remain the readers

responsibility.

Father B‘t;y
Duration of passage
Fig. 1
Figure 1 Linear model of the ideas
presented in the text

The questions posed by figure 1 are governed
by the readers needs, as shown by the fol-

lowing questions:

a. What kind of learning problems does the
docter deal with?
b. Why is being able to play baseball a nece-

ssary concern of the boy’s father?
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c. What was the fathers goal for his son?

d. What does the father mean by ’every-
thing’?

e. What tests did Dr. White give the boy
and the boy’s father?

t. Why did Dr. White give a test to the
boy’s father?

g. Why did the doctors words make the
father angry?

h. Does the reader understand what it was
that the father understood?

1. Can the reader relate that to the boys
experiences?

j. Does the reader think that the probiem

has been solved?

A readers ability to comprehened 1s partly
based on asking such questions as these for
his or herself. The number of questions that
could be asked of any passage can be very
large, therefore the reader must be able to
formulate and select those questions which
are of relevance to his or her needs.

If questions are set for students in advance,
this denies them experience in one of the most
basic requirements for developing higher
levels of comprehension. However, if we en-
courage students to try and represent a pas-
sege in some approplate way the questions
will arise automatically.

Those students having difficulty in represn-
ting what they have read, may either mean
that they did not really comprehend the pas-
sage or they are not sure how to represent the
passage.

Those ideas that are represented in some
way usually make it much easier to extra-
polate the questions from the assumptions
made. Modeling also helps students to read
what is written, that which can be deduced,

and what is inferred, much better.
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Students need practice and training in
modelling if the results are to be successful,
especially when starting from scratch. Teach-
ers can practice this by reading; The Open
University (1977b), Abbs and Freebairn
(1989) and Scott et al. (1984)

CONCLUSION

The reading strategies in this paper were
originally developed for reading in a students
mother tongue and there is nothing original
about the strategies presented in this paper,
other than that they are being developed for
use 1n a second language teaching situation.
They represent hittle more than the natural
development of ideas that have been known
for a long time. However, in a serious
effort to raise the level of reading compre-
hension, I hope that thev can be developed
further. Early results indicate that students
in this program find some of the strategies
a little more challenging and consequently
more interesting. Whether or not this course
1s successful or not, will have to be judged
not only by empirical data, but also by how
the students ultimately value the course n
terms of enjoyment and personal satisfaction.

after all, one of the greatest motivations for

reading is pleasure.

Notes

I Here [ am refering to Harold E. Palmer
(1877—-1949), who by combining the direct
methods of Berlitz with the applied linguis-
tic approach of Sweet and the reform
movement to create a solid intellectual and
practical foundation for the development
of ELT as an autonomous profession, be-
came Linguistic Advisor to the Japanese

Ministry of Education in 1922 and who, in

the following year was appointed Director
of the Ministry’s special Institute for Rese
arch in English Teaching (IRET). See
Howett 1991.

O See The Open Umversity (1977 a, b) for
more detailed variations on these strate-
gles.

I Frequently the terms ’extensive’ (1.e.
general whole text) and ’intensive’ (l.e.
detailed) skills are used. The reason for
preferring the terms type 1 and type 2 1s
because 1n doing so the methodological
proceedures are emphasised and also much
of what has traditionally been called in-
tensive work comes at the first reading.
which to some extent, makes it extensive
work. (Harmer,J)

IV This has been born out by preliminary
results from a study yet to be published.
V Merritt uses this term to refer to a curri-
culum i which each step in any particular
enquiry 1s taken as a result of negotiation
between teacher and students. Either the
students 1dentify for themselves the need
tor each successive step or the teacher jus-
tifies any demands he feels commnelled tc
make 1n terms that ensure wiolcheartad
support from the students. Studies in

Reading (1979: 145)

VI Even at the level of word recognition,
errors of word class are rare in reading
aloud. However, deletions based on syntax
may be useful, arguably, for developing the
appropriateness of response. Ibid.: 147

VI See Jongsma (1971), Oller (1979), Hughes
(1988), tor a review of research relating to
cloze as a teaching instrument.

VIl See Merritt (1975), for a more detail-
ed discussion of an approach to teaching
students how to extract word meanings

from texts. See The Open University
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(1977a) for a description of how to constu

Widdowson. H Ex-
ploration in applied linguistics, New York:
Oxford. 1979 171-183

IX This idea was developed by Merritt (1975)
and in The Open University (1977b). For
other variations on the same theme see
Abbs and Freebairn (1989) and Scott et al.
(1984).

ct a cloze workshop.
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