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1. Introduction 
 

What is reading? Over a billion and a half humans around the world can read, while no animals 
appear to be able to do so. Reading allows humans in different physical locations, social groups, 
and historical periods to communicate with each other, sharing ideas from the simple to the 
complex, from the artistic to the mundane, from the philosophic to the fashionable, and from day-
to-day events (e.g. Samuel Pepys’ dairies, which provide authentic description of London in the 17th 
century) to highly specific technical reports. Reading thus crosses the borders of space, time, 
society, culture and generation. The interpretation of written symbols and the attribution of meaning 
to them is an important human activity that can easily be taken for granted, though it is a 
comparatively recent event in human history.  

The invention of the printing press – an event that caused a major revolution in human behavior, 
education and dissemination information through publically available reading material - is even 
more recent. Gutenberg’s first press is dated in the early 15th century, while earlier presses have 
been recorded in China and Korea. “ 

 
By 1424, Cambridge University library owned only 122 books—each of which had a 
value equal to a farm or vineyard. The demand for these books was driven by rising 
literacy amongst the middle class and students in Western Europe. At this time, the 
Renaissance was still in its early stages and the populace was gradually removing the 
monopoly the clergy had held on literacy. (Wikipedia) 

 
A similar revolution is occurring in the 21st century, thanks to the Internet. Once more, the 

established mode of reading is being challenged, and written texts are becoming increasingly 
available to anyone who has a computer and an Internet connection. At first it seemed possible that 
this revolution would favor people in developed countries, who could afford the necessary hardware, 
software and cost of online library access, but the advent of the low-cost ($100) laptop computer 
(http://laptop.org/en/), the “Web 2” concept of sharing software and information (e.g. Wikipedia, 
Youtube, OpenOffice), the proliferation of free reading sites (see the ‘Resources’ section below), 
online newspapers, the modern phenomena of blogs and wikis, and the many social networking 
sites that have appeared (e.g. Facebook, MySpace, CyWorld), are together producing a very 
different reading environment – one in which information is increasingly available to an increasing 
number of people, at any time and in any place. In fact one of Google Book’s (another ‘Web 2’ site) 
stated aims is to put every book in the world online. This might sound unrealistic, especially in view 
of the strict copyright laws that will need to be complied with, but it is indicative of a new attitude 
to information in the world, an attitude that one might call “The right to read.” 

 
 

2. Reading in a second language 
 

Having identified the tremendous importance of reading in our lives, and the tectonic changes 
that are currently occurring in the way we read (e.g. mobile phone texting, online newspapers, blogs, 



and hand-held e-book readers), we need to ask how this shifting landscape affects readers of 
English who are also English language learners. In addition to the cognitively complex activity of 
reading itself, such learners have to take on the requirements of achieving comprehension and 
negotiating meaning in a language that is not their mother tongue. For them, the natural enjoyment 
and fulfillment of automatic reading and reading for pleasure must come second to the practical 
demands of interpreting the different possibilities of grammar, syntax, structure, and genre. The 
process of acquiring second language reading skills in English is made even more taxing for 
students such as those in Korea, whose indigenous script is made up of non-roman characters (e.g. 
Korean Hangul, Hebrew, Arabic, Bengali, Indian, and Cyrillic).  

There are differing models of the reading process, which tend to emphasize different variables. A 
number of these variables can be identified at this point. 

 
1. Grapheme recognition 
2. Phonological representation 
3. Syntactic structure 
4. Background knowledge 
5. Processing strategies 
6. Text structure understanding 
7. Vocabulary 
8. Context of the reading act (Hudson, 2007, p. 25) 

 
Features affecting reading can further be identified. 

 
1. Reasons: The category of motivation a reader has for engaging in the reading activity 
2. Media: The physical entity that contains text 
3. Content: The content material of the reading text 
4. Text structure and form: The cohesive structure and textual characteristics as well as text 

genre 
5. Strategies and skills: The application of reading techniques used to fulfill the reader’s 

purpose as well as the specific techniques or abilities possessed by the reader. (Hudson, 2007, 
p. 26) 

 
Hudson elaborates on these features as below. This expansion provides a useful overview of the 

reading act for native speakers and language learners. We might note that the need to pass 
placement tests such as the College Scholastic Ability test (CSAT) is not included in Hudson’s list 
of reasons for reading, though this is a major motivation for reading in the Korean EFL context. 

 
The reasons  
 Information 

Pure pleasure 
Information/pleasure 
 

The media  
 Books 

Newspapers, magazines 
Photocopies, articles 
Notices 
Correspondence 

Forms 
Signs 
Handheld media devices 
Computer screens 
Multi-media carriers 

The content  
 Fiction (long and short) 

Songs 
Plays 
Current events, feature articles and essays 
Academic articles, reports, reviews 

Poetry 
(Auto)biography 
Schedules 
Maps 
Menus 



Warnings, directions 
Letters, postcards and notes 
Business letters, solicitations 
T-shirt messages, bumper stickers 
Raw data 

Advertisements 
Announcements 
Comics 
Workbook exercises 
Bibliographic information 

The text structure and form  
 Charts, graphs, illustrations 

Isolated lines of text 
Free form 
Interlinear notes 

Point and click images 
Expository 
Narrative 
Headings, subheadings 

The strategies and skills  
 Skimming 

Scanning 
Extraction of specific information 
  

In-depth (extensive) reading 
Metacognition 
 

(Hudson, 2007, p. 27) 
 

As we can see, the scope of reading is becoming more and more broad and all-encompassing as 
we examine it. It is extremely difficult to spend a whole day without performing a large number of 
these reading acts, many of them involuntarily or subconsciously. This is even before we have 
considered the development of the reading skills themselves. Rather than discuss this process, 
Gordon’s (1982) three sets of competencies are included here to summarize the topic. 
 
Reading skills development  
Names of letters 
Introduce words 
Consonants 
Vowels 
Sight words 
Blends 
Word division 
Consonant digraphs 

Vowel digraphs 
Silent letters 
Plurals 
Compound words 
Context clues 
Contractions 
Rhyming words 
Hard and soft ‘c’ and ‘g’ 

Root words 
Prefix and suffix 
Synonyms 
Antonyms 
Homonyms 
Multiple meaning 
Pronunciation key 
Word definitions 

Reading comprehension development  
Categorizing 
Sequencing 
Follow directions 
Read for facts 
Retell story 
Main idea 
Key words 

Summarize 
Predict outcomes 
Recognize emotions 
Make inferences 
Reliability of source 
Compare and contrast 
Make judgments 

Figurative language 
Literary forms 
Evaluate characters 
Evaluate settings 
Factual conclusions 
Fact, fiction, and opinion 

Reading research and study skills  
Alphabetize 
Table of contents 
Dictionary skills 
Encyclopedia skills 

Classify books 
Information from various 
sources 
Use of glossary 

Atlases, maps, graphs 
Cross-referencing 
Use of index 

Gordon (1982) 
 

These three sets of competencies provide us with an overall picture of the demands placed upon 
readers as they develop, and the various tasks that they will be required to perform. In terms of 
teaching reading to language learners, the second and third sets of competencies offer a fairly 
comprehensive account of functions that can be presented and rehearsed in the language reading 
classroom.  



This brief overview of the factors involved when answering the question “What is reading?” 
continues with the Barrett taxonomy of cognitive and affective dimensions of reading 
comprehension. This taxonomy is particularly useful for EFL reading teachers. 
 
1.0 Literal Comprehension  

1.1 Recognition 
1.1.1 Recognition of details 
1.1.2 Recognition of main ideas 
1.1.3 Recognition of a sequence 
1.1.4 Recognition of comparison 
1.1.5 Recognition of cause and effect 
relationships 
1.1.6 Recognition of character traits 

 

1.2 Recall 
1.2.1 Recall of details 
1.2.2 Recall of main ideas 
1.2.3 Recall of a sentence 
1.2.4 Recall of comparison 
1.2.5 Recall of cause and effect 
relationships 
1.2.6 Recall of character traits 

2.0 Reorganization  
2.1 Classifying 
2.2 Outlining 

 

2.3 Summarizing 
2.4 Synthesizing 

3.0 Inferential Comprehension  
3.1 Inferring supporting details 
3.2 Inferring main ideas 
3.3 Inferring sequence 
3.4 Inferring comparisons 

 

3.5 Inferring cause and effect 
3.6 Inferring character traits 
3.7 Predicting outcomes 
3.8 Interpreting figurative language 

4.0 Evaluation  
4.1 Judgment of reality or fantasy 
4.2 Judgments of fact or opinion 
4.3 Judgments of adequacy and validity 

 

4.4 Judgments of appropriateness 
4.5 Judgments of worth, desirability and 
acceptability 

 
5.0 Appreciation  

5.1 Emotional response to the content 
5.2. Identification with characters or 
incidents 

 

5.3 reactions to the author’s use of 
language 
5.4 Imagery 

Barrett (1968) 
 

Finally, this section concludes with the eight comprehension skills identified by Davis (1968). 
 
1. Recalling word meanings 
2. Drawing inferences about a meaning of a word from context 
3. Finding answers to questions answered explicitly or merely in paraphrase 
4. Weaving together ideas from content 
5. Drawing inferences from content 
6. Recognizing a writer’s purpose, attitude, tone, and mood 
7. Identifying a writer’s technique 
8. Following the structure of a passage. 

(Davis, 1968) 
 

This overview of the reading process is not in any way controversial, but it shows us that there is 
a great deal involved in the reading act. As teachers of second language readers, therefore, our task 
is a considerable one. Not only do we need to stimulate reading in English (technique) and the love 
of reading in English (intrinsic motivation), but we also need to help students acquire the sort of 



comprehension skills that will make reading in English an effective activity – in terms of accessing 
information and passing high stakes tests. This takes us from an actual description of reading to 
more practical considerations - the dilemma of the second language teacher who is faced with 
reading-based standardized tests. What should the teacher teach, and how should this be done?  
 
 
3. Approaches to teaching reading in a second language 

 
If we look at the pure mechanics of learning how to read in another language, there are many 

approaches we can take.  
 
(1) Extended reading 

We can focus on learning for enjoyment, aiming to make the reading process enjoyable and 
stimulating, so that students’ reading skills will develop through familiarity and students 
will be able to take reading-based tests in their strides. Extended reading is an example of 
this approach, one that is particularly effective when used in combination with normal 
tuition. Graded readers are a useful way of introducing and monitoring extensive reading. 
 
Extensive reading foundation: http://www.erfoundation.org/index.html/  
Extensive reading pages: http://www.extensivereading.net/er/er.html  
Penguin readers: http://www.penguinreaders.com/  
Reading online: http://www.readingonline.org/articles/jacobs/index.html 
OUP readers: http://www.oup.com/elt/readers 
Yahoo extensive reading group: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ExtensiveReading 
Project Gutenberg: http://www.gutenberg.org/wiki/Main_Page 
 
Rocky Nelson’s resources 
http://nelson.myfastmail.com/Extensive%20Reading/ 
http://nelson.myfastmail.com/Intensive%20Reading%20-%20Content%20Based/ 
 
Dr. Day's ER-IR video: You can use the following link to retrieve your file: 
http://www.sendspace.com/file/nq6ydr 
 

(2) Test-preparation 
Another approach is to simply prepare for the tests by reviewing previous tests and teaching 
appropriate test-taking skills. This is a very extrinsically-motivated approach that at best 
produces students who are skilled in taking tests. At its worse, education is reduced to 
learning more and more about less and less, producing students who are unable to apply any 
of their skills in real life.  

 
(3) Comprehension skills 

A third approach is to focus on the contents of Barrett’s taxonomy and Davis’ 
comprehension skills and to help students to develop skills in these areas, through attention 
to higher-order thinking and reading skills (deduction, inference, summarizing, sequencing, 
problem-solving, critical thinking, etc.). Here are some examples of a comprehension-skills-
based approach that might be taken by second language teachers as an alternative to the use 
of multiple-choice questions, with all their associated problems. These examples are taken 
from Finch (2005), and are adapted from Spargo, 1998. 

 
Comprehension skill: Recognizing words in context  

Question 1: Follow the instructions. 



Find the word vital in the passage. One definition below means the same or almost the 
same thing. It is a synonym for vital. One definition has the opposite or nearly opposite 
meaning. It is an antonym. The other has a completely different meaning. Circle the 
correct options: S (synonym), A (antonym), or D (different). 

 unimportant 
 lively 
 crucial 

S   A   D 
S   A   D 
S   A   D 

 
A good deal of thinking is going on in this example, as students have to read and 
comprehend the instructions and then answer this question. The use of the meta-language 
terms synonym and antonym is no real problem. They represent useful new vocabulary for 
the students, and they help to raise awareness of these concepts. The main point is that 
students are choosing the correct definition for vital, dependent upon context. If there is a 
problem, then it is that the synonym crucial is more difficult to understand than vital. When 
testing vocabulary, it is important (even vital!) that the options are at the appropriate level 
and are easier to understand than the word they are being compared with. 
 
The next item (below) is concerned with distinguishing fact from opinion - an important 
reading skill. Students are now being asked to look at the passage critically and to decide 
whether certain statements are provable or hypothetical. The fact that this test-item focuses 
on such a distinction is important in terms of awareness-raising on the part of the students. 
Such test-items therefore promote higher-order thinking and require students to pay 
attention to the semantics of the text, rather than just focusing on vocabulary and grammar.  

Comprehension skill: Distinguishing fact from opinion  
Question 2: Follow the instructions. 

Two of the statements below present facts, which can be proved correct. The other 
statement is an opinion, which expresses someone’s thoughts or beliefs. Circle the 
correct options: F (fact), or O (opinion). 

 Many readers will soon become drivers. 
 Most drivers ignore two basic things. 
 It is important to keep a certain distance between you 

and the car in front. 

F     O 
F     O 
 
F     O 

 
The following question type (below) examines whether students have understood the 
content of the passage sufficiently to be able to put associated events in order. Although 
this is a common question type, students are now applying the ideas in the text, rather than 
sequencing the text itself.  

 
Comprehension skill: Keeping events in order  

Question 3: Follow the instructions. 

Circle the options below (1, 2, and 3) to show the order in which the events happen.  

 You hit the brakes. 
 You suddenly see danger ahead. 
 You get behind the wheel. 

1    2    3 
1    2    3 
1    2    3 

 
In the following question type (question 4), students are inferring information or making 



conclusions from the text, and once more, higher-order thinking skills are being developed. 
In all these items, students are making decisions for each possibility, rather than choosing 
between them. In the normal multiple-choice format, options are exclusive: if option  is 
correct, then ,  and  cannot be correct. Students do not need to think any further. 
They simply need skills for finding the “correct” option. Life is not like this, however. 
Every decision-making situation in life has to be evaluated on its own merits, and pros and 
cons have to be weighed. These modified test-item methods encourage students to adopt 
this way of thinking.  
 

Comprehension skill: Making correct inferences  
Question 4: Follow the instructions. 

Two of the statements below are correct inferences, or reasonable guesses. They are 
based on information in the passage. The other statement is an incorrect or faulty 
inference. Circle C (correct) and F (faulty) as appropriate. 

 Driving is not always fun. It is sometimes dangerous. 
 Stopping distance is more than twice the thinking distance. 
 Cars often make sudden stops. 

C      F 
C      F 
C      F 

 
The sentences in the options in Question 4 (above) are not the same length. This is not a 
problem in this modified type of test-item, but it can be a problem in multiple choice 
questions in which there is only one correct answer. In such a case, it is advisable to make 
the options of similar length.  

 
Finally, the last question type looks at overall comprehension (understanding main ideas). 
Once more, this item assists learning, since students have to think critically about overall 
meaning.  

 
Comprehension skill: Understanding main ideas  
Question 5: Follow the instructions. 

One of the statements below gives the main idea of the passage. One statement is too 
general, or too broad. The other is too narrow; it explains only part of the passage. Circle 
the appropriate M (main idea), B (too broad) and N (too narrow). 

 Driving for fun 
 Reaction time 
 A Basic driving skill 

M    B    N 
M    B    N 
M    B    N 

 
Rather than using simple multiple choice comprehension questions, therefore, reading 
teachers can take a different approach, encouraging the development of higher-order 
thinking skills while checking for comprehension of texts. Such an approach will produce 
enhanced thinking skills in their students, an outcome that must lead to improved test 
scores and ability to transfer their skills in real life. 

 
(4) Accelerated reading 

To take a fourth, more recent approach, recent advances in accelerated reading (Dryden & 
Vos, 2005) suggest that second language learners might be taught how to read effectively 
using contemporary learning theory. This approach is an enhanced version of speed reading, 
with more attention to content and thinking skills. 

 



(5) Integrated reading 
Various reading textbooks treat reading in an integrated manner and present the reading act 
along with other language tasks such as speaking, listening, discussing, thinking, predicting, 
and writing. Active English Discussion (Finch, 2007), is an example of this approach. Other 
examples can be found on the stalls of most publishers at English education conferences. 
 

(6) Reading through literature 
The use of English literature to teach reading skills has been widely researched and used. 
Many graded reader series include examples of English literature, in simplified form (multi-
level possibilities), thus helping students to experience the height of English expression and 
the profundity of investigation into the human condition. Here is an example of the sort of 
resources that are available for this approach: 
 
Charles Dickens: A Christmas Carol:  
http://www.literature.org/authors/dickens-charles/christmas-carol/ 
http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/DicChri.html 
http://www.online-literature.com/dickens/christmascarol/ 
http://www.asksam.com/ebooks/Dickens/Christmas_Carol.asp 
http://books.mirror.org/gb.dickens.html 
http://wiredforbooks.org/carol/content.htm (audio) 
http://welchwrite.com/blog/audio/2008/christmas-carol-2008.mp3 (audio) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-hA5T1G7rxg (YouTube video) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uwii8AMfgkA&feature=related (YouTube, part 2) 
http://www.longmankorea.com/detail.aspx?ISBN=0582421209 (graded reader) 
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4. Resources 
 
Accelerated reading software: http://www.renlearn.com/ar/  
BBC Schools: literacy: Activities for pupils, plus lesson plans and ideas for teachers and parents: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/4_11/literacy.shtml 



Channel 4 Bookbox: Includes games and a toolkit to help children write, as well as profiles of 30 
authors: http://www.channel4.com/learning/microsites/B/bookbox/  

Kids' Review: Website with more than 9,000 book reviews written by children and young people 
aged 7 to 14: http://www.kidsreview.org.uk/index.asp 

Meet the Author: See authors introducing their books in their own words 
http://www.meettheauthor.co.uk/ 

UK Children's Books: Links to authors' official sites http://www.ukchildrensbooks.co.uk/index.html 
Writebuzz: Allows anyone under the age of 16 to submit their work for publication on the site, 

whether a story, poem or just one line: http://www.writebuzzschools.com/schools/schools.asp 
 
E-books:  

http://www.mobipocket.com/en/HomePage/default.asp?Language=EN  
http://www.mobipocket.com/freebooks/default.aspx  

 
Free eBook List  
Adelaide: http://etext.library.adelaide.edu.au/ 
Baen Free Library: http://www.baen.com/library/ 
Blackmask: http://www.blackmask.com/page.php 
Classic Short Stories: http://mbhs.bergtraum.k12.ny.us/cybereng/shorts/  
Dotlit: http://dotlit.com/Catalog.htm 
English Lit: http://www.english-literature.org/resources/ 
Fictionwise: http://www.fictionwise.com/ebooks/freebooks.htm 
Free Books: http://www.e-book.com.au/freebooks.htm 
Free online books: http://www.freeonlinebooks.org/  
Gower Point: http://www.gowerpoint.com/uBook_ebooks_nf.html 
Litrix: http://www.litrix.com/authors.htm 
Manybooks: http://manybooks.net/ 
Memoware: http://www.memoware.com/ 
Microsoft: http://www.mslit.com/default.asp?src...inia+Libr ary 
Microsoft reader: http://www.microsoft.com/Reader/ 
O'Reilly Open Book: http://www.oreilly.com/openbook/ 
Online Book Page: http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/  
Page by page books: http://www.pagebypagebooks.com/ 
PocketRocket: http://www.pocketrocketfx.com/html/e...m.htm#EBOOKS_A 
Project Gutenberg: http://www.gutenberg.org/wiki/Main_Page  
Scifi & Fantasy: http://www.hourwolf.com/sfbooks/ 
Techbooks: http://www.techbooksforfree.com/ 
The Online Books Page: http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/  
University of Virginia: http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/ebooks/ebooklist.html 
Voidspace: http://www.voidspace.org.uk/cyberpunk/other_books.shtml 
 
Some Internet sites that will help you to READ: 
http://www.kidsclick.org/  
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/newsenglish/  
http://www.gradedreading.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/index.html  
http://www.funtimenews.com/  
http://www.cc.kyoto-su.ac.jp/information/tesl-ej/ej13/int.html  
http://132.208.224.131/   
http://www.gutenberg.org/wiki/Main_Page  
http://www.er.uqam.ca/nobel/r21270/levels/  


