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FOREWORD

This second issue of the ILEJ contains articles on the speaking, reading and
writing skills (Ho Kwok-cheung, Clive Criper, Chan Wai-leung and Godfrey
Liu); on aspects of grammar and lexis (Lee Kar-shui, William Cheng and
Gabriele Stein) and on language learning and teaching problems that
can arise because of cultural differences (R. J. Owens). There is also a
description of a research project presently underway in Hong Kong (Lee
Hok-ming), a description of a task-based approach to in-service language
teacher training which has been adopted by the British Council in Singapore
(Prem Mathur) and a summary of a workshop held in Hong Kong at which
the use of micro-computers for language learning on a voluntary, self-
access basis was discussed (David Foulds and Anthony Cheung).

The articles which appear in English have been selected from those
prepared for and read at the first Institute of Language in Education
International Seminar on Language Teacher Education held in Hong Kong
in December 1985 and which was attended by scholars from 14 countries.
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COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEACHING AND
EXTENSIVE READING

DraCECR|IPER

Director,

Institute for Applied Language Studies,

University of Edinburgh.

Class libraries, class readers, simplified texts, reading notebooks, stories
from an alien culture—all these terms and ideas appear to belong to an age
of language teaching and language learning that is long gone by. They reek
of teacher directed classrooms, an unthinking acceptance of a colonial
cultural influence and an old fashioned view of the nature and process of
comprehension.

| wish to argue the opposite. To be more precise | wish to argue that,
within limitations, the practices implied by such terms require rehabilitation
as vital means through which we can at least hope to achieve a degree of
communicative language teaching (and learning) particularly in institutional
settings.

Communicative Language Teaching—The Problems

| do not intend to attempt any definition of communicative language
teaching—that ground has been worked over well enough. What | wish to
remind us all of is the difficulty we have in any way at all of approaching the
ideals implied in the label in the majority of the language teaching situations
of the world. Common to all approaches, though, are two assumptions. The
first is that learning best occurs (though some would say only occurs)
through the learners’ attempts to use the language for genuine communica-
tive purposes i.e. when they are concentrating on the ‘what’ rather than the
‘how’ of what they want to say. The second is the ‘comprehensible input’
thesis of Krashen, namely that the learner requires language input that is
comprehensible as a necessary condition for learning. Learners require
something against which they can test, so to speak, their developing
competence. These conditions are not, as we know, easily achieved.

Teachers Competence

Much of current thinking on communicative language teaching methodo-
logy implies native speaker teachers or at the very least non-native speaker
teachers who are very confident of their ability to be able to respond
appropriately to their students’ attempts at communication and to be able to
judge and subsequently comment on their students’ own communicative
efforts in the foreign language. While these conditions apply in Britain in the
field of English as a foreign language, particularly at the adult level, they do
not apply there in the teaching of foreign languages at school level. This
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latter situation is by far the most common situation in foreign language
teaching across the world. The level of proficiency in the foreign language of
the body of teachers at school level or beyond is one of the major problems
in achieving a gain in the proficiency level of the learners they are teaching.

Methodologies depending upon a high level of proficiency of the main
body of language teachers tend to serve to divide the world into the haves
and have-nots rather than bring it together in a single methodology which
can be used everywhere.

Content of Communication

Within institutional settings it is often difficult to identify genuine topics
about which language learners can and want to communicate with each
other or with the teacher. At higher levels where learners are wishing to
acquire the language for, say, professional or occupational reasons and are
using the language in those contexts then the learners may well be
genuinely interested in talking to each other about their own speciality. This
would certainly fulfil the requirements of the learner’s emphasis being not on
form for its own sake but on exploiting his/her desire to convey a meaning
by whatever means are available through the second or foreign language.
More often than not in these circumstances the teacher is left outside—as
a language teacher and not a teacher of medicine or law or engineering,
he/she has a specialist knowledge which does not match that of his
students. Real content discussion is thus often inhibited by the teacher
being a comparative novice (often, indeed, a complete novice) in the areas
In which students may wish to communicate. This may occur in all but the
best ESP/EOP teaching establishments.

The situation is even more difficult at school or indeed higher education
level when general English is being taught. Providing any authentic com-
municative tasks in a foreign language is extremely difficult where the
foreign language is not used within the country concerned or where the
learners do not expect to be using the language immediately for travel or
tourist purposes. Many communicative syllabuses are made up largely of
role playing situations and simulations to be used to engage the interest and
motivation of the learner so that all possible communicative strategies are
brought into play in order to bridge any communication gap present as a
result of a lack of knowledge of the second or foreign language.

In practice many problems arise particularly in school settings. Authentic
role play situations are hard to design, particularly in foreign language
situations where children do not see a direct use for the foreign language at
all. Even without the authenticity requirement, repeated role playing has its
limitations as a classroom activity.

Class Size

One of the limitations of role playing activity is class size. Group work of any
kind is extremely difficult to achieve in the classroom and it becomes close to
impossible for any but the most brilliant and dedicated teacher when the
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number of learners in a class gets large. Obviously a class full of highly
motivated adult learners provides by far the best conditions for this kKind of
activity. Adults who have given up time and money to attend classes
voluntarily will go out of their way to perform in the way required of them
but even for them there are limitations Imposed by size and layout of
classroom and the sheer numbers of learners for each teacher. In more
‘normal’ situations throughout the world language teaching classrooms are
less favourable learning environments because of size, lack of 3 driving
motivation on the part of pupils/students and because teachers are not
paragons of motivated, dedicated, expertise but ordinary citizens of the
countries they come from trying to do an ordinary job like any other
citizen—no better and no worse. (I am leaving out the effects that may
follow from the generally low pay that teachers receive.)

In summary, group work in any class makes extra calls on the teachers’
confidence, expertise and willingness to do extra work. Large classes make
such work almost impossible.

Communication and the Spoken Language

Communicative language teaching seems to be almost entirely associated
with the teaching of the spoken language. Communication is taken by most,
though not all, to refer to oral communication, not by conscious decision but
by default. There is no reason why and many reasons why we should not
make this assumption in the normal language teaching classroom. The
written medium also provides an excellent means for enabling students to
learn through a communicative mode.

Levels of language

One problem is widespread throughout the world, both in language
classrooms and in others, namely a mismatch between the level of
teaching implied by the syllabus in whatever form it exists and the actual
level of knowledge of performance of the learners being taught. The
Incidence of the mismatch and the problems that it causes are not peculiar
to language learning or communicative language teaching. The mismatch
Is important, however, in that it does affect language learning—if we
accept the theoretical view that language learning requires ‘comprehen-
sible input’ i.e. input that is comprehensible and processable by the
learner and not just by the teacher. The problem is particularly acute in
centralised school and higher education systems where the syllabus for any
year may be imposed on all classes and hence all pupils irrespective of the
level they have already achieved. Syllabus levels and hence levels of
materials and teacher presentation more often than not reflect ideals or
hopes rather than reality. For language learning an appropriate level and
quantity of ‘comprehensible input’ is essential and a reading programme is a
way in which this can be effectively achieved. It is to this notion that | now
wish to turn.



Language and Literature

Almost all the attention of the past few years on providing genuine language
input has been on how to achieve this through oral interaction. The use of
reading for this purpose has been downgraded by communicative language
teachers though not, of course, by teachers of literature. Perhaps one of the
reasons for this has been the attack on the teaching of literature, certainly in
the EFL context. The criticism of the teaching of English literature in countries
where English is required for more mundane tasks has often been justified.
Criticisms have been based on inappropriacy of level where original works of
literature are given to learners whose proficiency is far below that required to
understand and appreciate the works concerned; on inappropriacy of content
where the learners require the language for study purposes, occupational
purposes or international or intra-national communication; and on inappro-
priacy of cultural content as expressions of an overseas culture.

There should be no dispute that the study of a foreign culture and
literature is a worthwhile occupation in its own right. It is not likely to be the
most effective way of teaching language as a communicative system either
for those at the earlier stages of language learning or for those who wish to
use language for some purpose. In the move away from this kind of
teaching, however, extensive reading appears to have got lost.

Reading as Input
We all recognise that a major problem for language learners is how to get
exposure to the language they are learning. The problem is minimal for those
living and studying in the country whose language they are learning. It is
most acute for those who are learning in schools or other institutions in
countries where the foreign language is rarely if ever used outside the
classroom. In such circumstances the learner is usually solely dependent
upon input from the teacher and from a textbook backed up, in fortunate
circumstances only, by other supplementary material.

| have already referred to the difficulties in relying on the teacher as a
source of good language. We also need to remember that we would hardly
applaud if the teacher was talking throughout the lesson and the pupils or
students were silent or inactive. |If we turn to ‘the textbook’ then it is also
clear that, measured as quantity of input, the textbook is very limited. A
native speaker could probably read through most textbooks from cover to
cover within an afternoon. Neither of the above sources is sufficient to
provide the learner with an adequate language environment through which
or for which the foreign language can be acquired.

Extensive reading can provide the essential ingredient for language
learning because these three variables can be manipulated to suit a particular
group of learners.

Quantity
Individual readers can provide a vast quantity of linguistic input. Books can
be changed frequently and the range of titles can provide the learner with an
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unlimited supply of new material. Twenty different titles for a class of forty
pupils allows for very extensive changes round of books at small cost. (It
would be more accurate to say that there is no extra cost in providing
unlimited reading for the learner once the initial decision is taken to provide
reading i.e. a book for everyone). The possibility of reading a book a week, or
even more, however small the book, would transform the quantity of ‘input’
that most foreign language learners receive, particularly at school.

Language Level

Input, however, is not enough. It needs to be ‘comprehensible’. The failure
to match pupil or student proficiency level with level of textbook or teaching
materials is one of the major failings of educational systems throughout the
world. The reasons are obvious: centralised or even partly centralised
planning tends to require a large degree of uniformity of teaching practice as
iIndeed does the need for economy. Uniform syllabuses for particular stages
of school irrespective of individual variation, uniform textbooks, pressures
from centralised examination systems, the perceived need to monitor
teachers work, all tend to lead to the individual learners’ needs becoming
secondary if not forgotten. Yet years of attempts to spread the gospel of
individualised learning have had only marginal effects on most educational
systems.

There are many examples we can all quote where pupils within the school
system start a foreign language, be it English or some other, and within a
short while fall behind the textbook or the syllabus or whatever plan it is that
the teacher is following. Thereafter year by year as the ‘Input’ becomes less
and less comprehensible and the gap between what the teacher is teaching
and the learner's own level of proficiency widens a spiral of non-learning
develops. This is frequently the cause of situations where seemingly little
language learning occurs over the whole period of secondary or primary
schooling.

Supplementary extensive reading is one way in which this spiral of
non-learning can be broken. For English as a foreign language there is a very
large quantity of already published books which have been ‘simplified” in
some way. Some publishers’ series have been simplified or written according
to structural criteria of word counts and syntactic complexity. Others have
tried to incorporate or pay attention to such things as information structure.
Such processes of simplification have been the subject of considerable
criticism as our knowledge of the process of comprehension Improves and
there would be few people who would now feel confident in justifying the
particular lexical or grammatical grading found in some of the series as even
the most important factors affecting comprehension. Nevertheless on em-
pirical grounds alone it is clear that graded readers do provide a pathway
from simple to difficult reading and that individual books can be graded
along a continuum though with a margin of inaccuracy which may be due to
differences that individual readers or groups of readers bring to the reading
process.
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The effect of providing comprehensible as opposed to incomprehensible
input can be very powerful not only on the possibility of learning but also on
motivation. The introduction of a reading scheme designed for the particular
level of the students concerned can often provide a student with the first
‘'success’ he or she has ever really had in the foreign language i.e. the
completion of a real task.

In summary one can say that individual readers graded from very elementary
to advanced provide an ideal input which can be individualised to suit each
learners needs. The content of a library is an ideal learner input as long as the
choice of reading is closely and carefully tailored to the needs of the individual.

Interest

The ability to succeed is but one of the motivating factors in a reading
programme. The other is the inherent interest of the task the learner is being
asked to carry out. In the Edinburgh Project on Extensive Reading with
which | have been associated the simplified and unsimplified books used
have all been fiction. The reason for this is again pragmatic. Experience
showed that the popularity of fiction far outweighed that of non-fiction
though there is no reason why that should be so in all situations.

The task that a learner is asked to carry out in such a programme is truly a
communicative one. While in a school situation there may be pressures on a
teacher to engage in reading, once a book is taken up the reader becomes
Involved not in looking at the language for its own sake but in using the
language to find out what is happening or will happen in the story. In other
words the reading becomes a means to an end—the discovery of the twists
and tails of an adventure, the trail of a romantic love story. The learner
becomes unaware of ‘learning’ the language only of the pleasure of a story.
There may of course be complaints from both teachers and even from some
learners that reading stories 1s not work, IS not serious enough to lead to
language learning, but that is a problem of another kind.

The necessity for the reader to become fully engaged in the story makes
the choice of books on offer extremely important. All of us know the effect of
picking up War and Peace in place of a paperback by Barbara Cartland or lan
Fleming. Yet there are certain strongly held views on subject matter which
inhibit the adoption or success of reading schemes. The first derives from the
teaching of literature and places an over-high premium on choosing ‘good’
books as opposed to ‘trash’ or originals as opposed to simplified or abridged
versions. In other words the main purpose of a reading scheme in a foreign
language Is forgotten—to provide maximum exposure to the language.
Whether this i1s to be achieved through comics or through Shakespeare
depends on the readers inclination.

A similar view derives from notions of only providing appropriate cultural
content either on the grounds that large amounts of reading material from an
external source will interfere with the transmission of local values or on the
grounds that children in particular will only enjoy reading about things and
places which are local and therefore within their experience.
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The first objection is really about political and social priorities and the
language teacher has no particular expertise to answer it either way. The
second objection usually comes from teachers or others in the educational
system who believe that the criterion of local setting affects pupil-reader
motivation. There seems little evidence to support the view. What matters
Is how good a story is being told. Whether the setting is local, another
continent or outer space, while not irrelevant, appears to be secondary to the
ability of the author. For language learning purposes it is the motivation to
want to know what will happen over the page, in the next chapter or at the
end of the book that matters. It is the urge to use the language and not just
look at the language (or the dictionary) that counts.

Reading as Topic

What | have been dealing with so far are the advantages that come from
using extensive reading as the necessary input for language learning to take
place. Reading of this kind can also provide the topic for real oral com-
municative work. As mentioned earlier in the paper, providing situations in
which learners genuinely wish to exchange information or ideas in a foreign
language is difficult. Reading, however, provides even an elementary learner
with the opportunity and frequently the desire to evaluate what he or she has
read and to communicate that to others.

The opportunities for discussion of this kind are least when members of a
class have all read different books as would happen if using a library-based
extensive reading programme. Opportunities are largely restricted to inter-
changes between individual learner and teacher who may well not have read
the book concerned. Opportunities for class or group based discussion
become possible even in a class library based system of individual reading
when the number of titles available for the class is limited and most members
of a class will be expected to have read most of the titles eventually. Class
discussion on the content and quality of the books is then possible.

However, much more useful as a source of and stimulus for genuine
communication both oral and written, is the old and traditional notion of the
class reader. The difference from the class library system is that every
member of a class will be reading the same book with all the possibilities of
discussion, evaluation and debate that that raises quite apart from the
possibilities of language exploitation that a long connected text makes
available.

The interest that is aroused by storyline, characterisation, analysis of social
or political issues raised or implied in the book should not be underestimated
whether the learners involved are budding scientists or language specialists.
The involvement in the text is normally far greater than that for isolated
reading comprehension type passages.

For many school or institution based pupils reading for pleasure can
provide by far the most authentic language experience that they have in the
foreign language. They are operating as native speakers do in reading
silently and alone, in reading to satisfy their own interests and curiosities, in
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reading to receive direct communication from the author through the text
without mediation through the teacher, and in relating what they have read
to their own experience. For oral communication practice such reading input
becomes invaluable since it provides the stimulus for individual experience
and feelings which can form the basis for a genuine and interesting
exchange of personal views and perceptions in a way which simulated role
playing does not and can not. While there are many opportunities for real
communication to take place in classes whose students are drawn from
different countries or areas it is infinitely harder to provide real and genuine
communication opportunities in a foreign language for a class all drawn
from a similar background. Discussions about family or what individual have
done over the week-end, holidays etc. have their limitations!

The Content of a Reading Programme

The systematic implementation of a Reading Programme, like any cur-
riculum implementation, imposes constraints and perhaps forces a degree of
rigidity which some might question. A compromise is possible between the
demands of an educational system with its emphasis on uniformity and
control and the requirement of freedom necessary for individuals to engage
in reading ‘for pleasure’ though | do not intend to examine this aspect now.
A brief description of the component of the Edinburgh Project on Extended
Reading is, however, given in the Appendix. What is certain is that those old
fashioned components mentioned at the beginning of the paper are all
central—both to the implementation of a programme and to the language
progress of pupils.

Conclusion

Let us return to the components and summarise their functions.

Class libraries — provide unlimited amounts of input for the learner; input
is independent of the teachers linguistic competence;
input is independent of the teachers teaching ability.
choice of books offered is a pragmatic matter—learner
controlled, not teacher controlled.
purpose of reading appears to be pleasure not language
learning itself.

Class readers — provide a shared knowledge and experience for a class
as a whole
provide unlimited opportunity for class-based genuine
communication, both oral and written
provide opportunity for language exploitation and
language instruction based on inherently interesting
materials

Simplifed texts — allow for individualised programmes of reading provide
comprehensible input
provide motivation by division into levels thus showing
targets and rates of progress
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In conclusion we can only ask ‘Why, with the possible exception of EAP
teaching, has systematic reading been so neglected as a genuine com-
municative activity?” Can we think of a better and cheaper method of
providing both comprehensible input and a genuine reason for wanting to

communicate in the classroom?

APPENDIX

The Edinburgh Project on Extensive Reading (EPER) aims to provide all the
necessary wherewithal for the implementation of a systematic reading
programme. It Is based at the University of Edinburgh in the Institute for
Applied Language Studies and is directed by Mr David Hill. What is
provided for the implementation of any scheme is as follows:

1. Current Readers

2. An Evaluation of Current Readers

3. System of Grading

4. Experience of Use

5. Reading Aids

6. Class Reader List
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a database of all current readers
in EFL with full specifications.

an assessment of readers in terms
of content, language simplifica-
tion, topic interest, quality of
Illustrations, production etc.

a division of all simplified readers
iInto 7 levels based not on
publishers classifications but on
experience of use; a listing of
suitable easy unsimplified books
to cope with the transition from
simplified to unsimplifed.

Information is starting to be col-
lected of which titles have proved
popular/suitable in different parts
of the world.

Reading aids for books judged

suitable for use have been pro-

duced:

(1) Introductions— to help
readers choose

(i1) Question slip—quick basic
questions the answer to
which provides the outline
of the story of the book—
used as a reading check

(iii) Answer card—answers for
the above for self checking.

list of books, graded by level,
suitable for use as a class reader.



10.

dels

Class reader teaching Aid

Reading Charts

Tests—entry/progress

Administrators Manual

Class Library Lists

— a teaching aid for the above to
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assist teachers who are not fami-
liar with how to teach from a
class reader.

charts to enable teachers to plot
their students’ reading progress.

tests to indicate the reading level
for pupils/students entering a
reading programme

— A basic manual for the systematic

implementation of a reading
programme, modifiable to take
account of local circumstances.

Lists are available for complete
class libraries, modifiable to suit
size of class and other local re-
quirements.
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