Teaching Reading - 7 Tips

by Josef Essberger

There are various good reasons for teaching reading. Students may actually need to read for their work or study, or they may want to read for pleasure. In each case, the process needs to be as easy as possible for them. In addition, the exposure to English is an important part of acquiring the language; the texts themselves can act as models for writing; the exercise allows the study and practice of grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation and punctuation; and the reading can help to provoke conversation and discussion. Yet it is easy for us to forget some of the fundamental points of good reading teaching. Here are 7 tips or reminders that will make the teaching of reading a more positive and valuable exercise.

Horses For Courses
In real life we read many different kinds of text: fiction, non-fiction, magazine articles, menus, plane schedules, user guides, personal and business letters/email, poetry, cornflakes packets, signs, advertisements... Ultimately, students need to be able to deal with these different texts, each of which has its own style and language structure. Students need to acquire the skills necessary for each kind - searching, skimming, scanning, filtering. By concentrating only on presenting conventional texts for intensive language study, we ignore a large area of useful and essential material.

Five Or Six New Words In 100 Is Fine
Texts are a great way to introduce new vocabulary, and students can often deduce the meaning of a new word from the context. But to do that, they have at least to have a general sense of the whole. If there are too many new words, the task becomes impossible - and boring. Five or six new words in 100 is fine but more than this and the exercise loses most of its value, even with considerable preparation.

Things Are More Interesting When They're Interesting
It's easy to get carried away when we find a text - a magazine article or poem, for example - that interests us greatly. But it won't necessarily interest our students. First of all, they naturally have different interests. And secondly, and perhaps more important, if it really interests us it's probably of a relatively high level and too difficult for many students. Consequently, even if they have the best will in the world, students are unequipped to interest themselves in it, whether it is inherently interesting for them or not. So don't be surprised if what interests you doesn't seem to interest everyone, and don't take it as a personal insult!

Students Aren't Compiling A Dictionary
Defining words is difficult, even for native speakers. It's also a skill that has limited uses in real life, except for dictionary editors. Try it yourself. Ask yourself "What does xyz mean?" and give a good answer. In studying words in a text, the objective is that students should recognise the words, understand them and be able to use them in context. So rather than ask students "What does 'jaywalk' mean?", the teacher can do the hard part and ask something like "Which word in the text means 'walk in or across the street without obeying traffic rules'?"

Ask Questions That Require Correction
Asking simple yes/no questions to check comprehension will elicit simple yes/no answers, which may or may not be right but which give the student no opportunity to use the language. "Did the President win the vote?" "Yes." But, both in reading comprehension and in general conversation, it's easy to avoid this. Make a wrong statement and add a question tag. "The President lost the vote, didn't he?" "No, he won the vote."

Difficult Doesn't Mean Long
A word isn't difficult just because it's long, or easy just because it's short. Even a short word can be difficult if:

· the pronunciation or spelling is strange 

· it sounds like another word but looks different 

· it looks like another word but sounds different 

· it looks or sounds like a word in a student's own language but has a different meaning 

Let Them Read Before Reading
How many of us are comfortable reading a text aloud in English without at least a cursory glance ahead? Reading aloud is not particularly easy, even for native speakers. How much more difficult for a student, then, to read aloud something that s/he has never seen before! Better let students have some time to prepare themselves. The result will be more natural, less hesitant, more intelligible to other students and of greater value to the reader.

Finally, some resources for learning and teaching reading:

· englishclub.com Reading 

· Reading handouts 

· Classic extracts 

· Short stories 
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