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Pr_eface

I take it as an honor t6 be asked to write a preface for this set of Extensive Reading
textbooks. My first reaction when I went through the five volumes was: Finally, someone is
focusing on extensive reading and lifelong learning abilities! For years, I have been
frustrated by Chinese teachers’ focus on the intensive studying of English as a foreign
language in China. Despite all its merits, “intensive reading” textbooks and courses do not
push learners beyond the boundaries of a foreign language learner. It is when students are
encouraged to use the language being learned, e. g. , for extensive reading or other useful
purposes, that we begin to see hope for the students’ use of English as a tool after they go
out of the classroom and after their formal schooling.

With a wide array of topics that are of interest to Chinese university students, which I
believe will help entice learners to the world of reading in English, a key characteristic of this
set of textbooks is the express focus on reading strategies, learner autonomy, and lifelong
reading skills. I encourage teachers to go further. In addition to the skimming and scanning
strategies most prominently featured throughout these volumes, other important reading
strategies such as summarizing, inferencing and predicting may well prove to be useful tools
as well in the development of students’ reading abilities.

I see at least three levels of reading: 1) read and understand, 2) read and remember,
and 3) read and integrate, At the first level, a reader is able to decode the text being read
and understand what the literal textual meaning is, Beginners of a foreign language will
struggle for a long time in order to decode every word and every sentence before arriving at a
general level of comprehension. Real reading never stops here. Many times we read for
various functional purposes, for example, to read between the lines for the author’s real
intentions behind the text, to learn more about the content, and to share with each other the
joys and sorrows of life. We remember the content as a natural result of reading. This is the
second level. The overwhelming majority of readers will reach this level. The best readers,
however, will read at level three where they enter into a dialogue with the writer. In other
words, ideal readers not only read with understanding and memory, they also integrate what
they read into their own knowledge structure, critically analyze the text and see if they agree
with the author or how they would write their own message if they were the author. Nobody
is born with these reading skills, and all three levels of reading will need to be trained. I
hope that teachers who go through the trouble of reading this preface will explore different
ways in cultivating their students’ reading abilities at all these levels.

Extensive or intensive reading, let’s not forget that the ultimate purpose of learning
English as a foreign language for non-English majors at the tertiary level in China is to be
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able to function independently in their respective future careers not only in Chinese, but also
in a language that has become a de facto world language. In other words, we are all engaged
in a great enterprise of educating the next generation of Chinese workforce that is globally
competitive and future-ready. As such, their English language ability‘will not and should not
stop at Band 4 or Band 6 of CET. Reading extensively, being able to read and learn
competently after they graduate from universities, and being able to use English as a tool for
international communication and professional development is the target we should all
aim for.

: GU Yongqi
School of Linguistics and Foreign Language Studies
Victoria University of Wellington
New Zealand
July, 2010
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ynit One

Study

For college students, study is surely the most important issue.
The day when you received the college/university admission notice,
you might wonder how to study well in the new environment, what
kind of education you would get, etc. Perhaps now you are still in
confusion about the answers to those questions, but one thing is
certain: if you want to become a successful student, you should
work hard and never idle around. Remember “No pains, no gains”.
In this unit, you will read:
« Skills Needed in Comprehensive Listening
* The American Education System
* Promote Learning and Skills for Young People and Adults
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Pre-reading Questions
1. How shall we deal with comprehensive listening?

2. Where does the main idea of a passage frequently arise?
3. Why should we take notes while listening?

Skills Needed in Comprehensive Listening

1 Comprehensive listening means listening for the comprehension of the message, i. e. what
the listening material tries to tell us.

2 There are many factors which might affect comprehension. Among these are the listener’s
age, memory, concentration, intelligence, motivation, academic achievement, language
and study skills, organizational ability etc. We cannot do anything with our age but we can
certainly do something with many other factors. Improvement in these areas will help us
improve comprehensive listening. Now let’s look at the skills involved in the understanding of
listening materials. '

Capitalizing on the difference between speech speed and thought speed

3 Have you ever wondered how fast people talk? How many words per minute? Research
shows that the normal speaking rate is about 125 to 150 words per minute. Now how fast do
people think? As.listeners we can think about 500 words per minute. This makes a big
difference in time. It means listeners are much faster than speakers.
4 Now what should we do during this time in order to improve comprehension? An efficient
comprehensive listener will actively use the spare thinking time to do the following:

« mentally paraphrasing (in one’s own words) what has just been said

« relating the message to what he or she already knows

» mentally reviewing and summarizing what has been said

« identifying and determining the relationship between the main ideas

 recognizing verbal transitional cues like “but”, “however” and nonverbal cues like

different vocal sounds and determining their meanings

* weighing the strength of the argument heard — does that make sense?

 predicting the speaker’s next point and then checking the prediction

» forming questions

» searching for deeper and possibly hidden meanings in the message
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5 To make it effective, we need to practice it until it changes from conscious to unconscious
process. The word “conscious” means you are focusing on what you are ‘doing and
“unconscious” means you are aware what’ s going on. but your mind is focused on something
else. Doing those mental tasks while listening is just like riding a bicycle down a busy street.
For a skilled rider nothing is missed. For a skilled listener all happens in the mind quickly. Just
treat these mental tasks as interesting mind games. It can be fun.

Listening for main ideas

6 Very often it is important to concentrate on the main ideas. In doing so we should try to
tigure out where the main idea is placed. It may be expressed in the title, or shortly after the
introduction, or given in the summary of the passage or sometimes even implied. We should
pay. special attention to sentence structures which are often used to introduce main ideas. For
example,

* Today, we are going to discuss. . .

* There are three ways. . .

e To summarize, ...
7 These structures indicate clearly that the speaker is trying to present the main idea. Besides
these structures some transitional words are also helpful in tracing the development of ideas.
For example, words and phrases like “first”, “second”, “third”, “finally”, “not only... but
also” and “above all” are good markers of ideas. :
8 It is also helpful to have knowledge of common organizational pattemns. For example, a
passage may begin with the introduction, and then proceed with the statement of the main
idea, which is often followed by some examples. The passage may end with a conclusion. If
we are sensitive to the pattern, we will find it easier to follow the speaker and catch the main
ideas.

Listening for signifticant details

9 Besides the main ideas, we should try to catch certain details which are used to support the
main points. These details may be in the form of facts, examples, restatements, stories,
definitions, or contrasts. To catch these details we shouid again pay attention to some
transitional words and phrases like:

» for example
for instance
that is
in other words
namely

» to be more specific
10 When we hear one of these expressions we should realize some details will be offered
next.
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Drawing inferences

11 Sometimes the speaker does ot state explicitly what he or she means and we as listeners
have to guess the meaning. In other words we have to draw inferences. Let’s look at a
dialogue.

A: Where are my glasses?

B: Not again!
12  What can we infer from this dialogue? Probably speaker A often misplaces his or her
glasses and speaker B is irritated by A’s bad habit. To draw “good” inferences — those that
make sense — we need to have good understanding of the background information like- the
speaker’ s cultural background, social background, etc. We should watch out for one problem —
people often make guesses based on their own personal experiences which may be quite different
from the speaker’s. Thus the inference drawn may be far from what the speaker intended. For
" example, ’

A. What are you going to have to drink?

B: 1”’d like something cool.

A: Would you care for some cake?

B: Yes, I’ll:try a piece of cheese cake.

A. It certainly looks tempting. | wouldn’t mind some myself.
13 Now what time of the day does this dialog take place? Is it dinner time when they order
some dessert? Or is it afternoon when people have afternoon tea? For our students any time of
the day is possible. But in Western culture cake is something nice and therefore served often at
dinner time or at tea time in the afternoon when people want to treat their guests. So to make a
“good” or justifiable inference we need to focus on the speaker and not on ourselves. Think
what the speaker has in mind, and not what we have in mind.

Being an effective note taker

14 Some people may ask why they should take notes while listening. Well, there are several
advantages. First, note taking can help us concentrate on the message. Remember it is much
easier to concentrate when we have specific tasks to do. Secondly, note taking can help us
store information in our long-term memory. Thirdly, note taking can help us become more aware
of various aspects of the message — the organizational structure, main ideas, supporting
detalls and transitions. And lastly, if we take notes, we will have something we can refer to if
there is a need. For example, if you are taking a listening comprehension exam and are now
listening to a dialog or a passage, and you need to do multiple-choice questions which involve
numbers or dates or something else, the notes you take help you choose the correct answer
easily and quickly. Look at the following example.

A. Saturday : B. Friday

C. Thursday D. Sunday
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15 At a quick glance we know probably we need to determine on which day somebody did or
will do what. If we don’t take notes we might get all the facts mixed up and choose the wrong
one, but with notes everything will become clear. Suppose the dialog for this question goes like
this: '

A: What are you going to do this weekend, Carol?

B. | don’t know. | think 1”1l go swimming on Saturday afternoon and go to the beach with

Jack on Sunday. But | have to finish my paper by Friday if | want to go.

A. | remember you said about shopping for a new dress. Can we go together on Friday?

B: OK. But give me a call on Thursday evening just in case | forget.

Question: On which day will Carol go to the beach?

if we take notes like this. .

A. Saturday swim B. Friday shop

C. Thursday phone ‘ D. Sunday beach
16 When we hear the question we can easily see that the answer is D. This simple note will
save a lot of memory work for us. Remember when we are taking an exam we are often
nervous. Brief notes will be a big relief when we need to distinguish some facts or numbers.
17 As far as listening comprehension Is concerned, you just need to remember that your
notes should be as simple as possible so as not to interfere with your listening.

Forming meaningful questions

18 At first glance you might say, “Why should | ask questions if my goal is to listen?” Just like
note taking, forming questions in our mind helps us to concentrate on the message and hence
improve our comprehension. If you are listening to a tape, of course you can’t find anyone to
answer your questions. But still those questions will help you focus more on the details of the
material and help prevent your mind from wandering. If you are listening to people talking in
front of you, those questions can help the speaker(s) clarify a point you find confusing. Both the
speaker and the listener must share the responsibility for good communication of ideas. So if
you are listening to a lecture, or a speech, or a discussion, try to form questions in your mind
on points you are not clear about and raise those questions if you have a chance. Don’t worry
about looking stupid or appearing ignorant. 1t’ s very important for language students to
practice as much as possible. You are losing opportunities if you don’t give yourself a chance.
19 No matter what you do, remember the key to success in listening is lots of practice. If you
have been listening to various types of materials every day, you will surely make perceivable
progress in not so long a period.

i@ Words and Expressions

motivation »n, desire to do; interest or drive Zh#t
capitalize on make use of | A _
paraphrase v. to put (sth. ) into other words ##, £33, &%



