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Steps and Plateaus is a basic reading text for new readers of English.
Written for the young adult and adult ESL/EFL student, this book features
general vocabulary, the words that new learners of English already know
or need and want to know. Through theme-based units {called Steps) and
nonspecialized subject matter, adult students find familiar content an aid
to learning to read in English. Summary recycling of the themes and
vocabulary occurs in the Plateaus.

Steps and Plateaus is a series of relevant topics in readings with very
low but gradually increasing readability levels. The highest-frequency
words in English are used in simple but natural sentences, reinforcing
their meaning. Vocabulary items outside of the basic list are defined in
context and illustrated in the graphics. The main objective of this text is
to help students develop the language and thinking skills that they need
to become successful, proficient readers of English. Steps and Plateaus,
therefore, focuses on the following aspects of reading:

e fostering the interaction between the reader
and the text,

* getting the gist of a topic,

¢ drawing key concepts out of a reading,

¢ making connections between ideas,

e figuring out the meanings of words and the
idiomatic usage from context,

* learning specialized reading strategies like reading
for details or sequence,

® learning to tolerate ambiguity and use minimal clues
for understanding.

Above all, reading Steps and Plateaus is learning to read words in
meaning groups to improve reading speed and efficiency. In this reading
text, students begin with just a few hundred words and expand to a
vocabulary of 1500 words.

xiii
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The Organization of the Book

The outline of Steps and Plateaus is simple: there are fifteen progressive
Steps, or short thematic units, and three Plateaus, larger thematic units
with greater variety in readings, activity types, and vocabulary develop-
ment materials. The Plateaus are expansions of the themes of the Steps,
thus providing opportunities for respiraling and extending the concepts
and the vocabulary. Each set of five Steps is followed by a Plateau.

Special Features for the Beginning Reader

To promote successful reading experiences for the reader who is just
beginning to read in English, a teacher must select easy material.
However, that material must be simple in sentence structure, particularly
tenses and embedded structures. Because students benefit from practicing
with familiar forms before new forms are introduced, the grammatical
forms in the first part of Steps and Plateaus have generally been limited
to simple present tense statements and questions, simple past tense
statements and questions, and future meaning with will. As the text
progresses, somewhat more complex forms are introduced. The purpose
is to help students develop critical reading skills by providing plenty of
practice with simple and familiar forms. That is why the following
characteristics, which facilitate processing of the printed word and lower
the level of readability (accessibility), form the basis of the presentation.

e Sentence length has been limited so that the concept load of
each sentence is manageable by the beginning reader. If a
student can process a sentence of five to eight words in ten
seconds, then he or she is unlikely to need to write down the
meanings of the words. For this reason, sentences are very
short in the first Steps. These sentences are not necessarily
authentic text, but they are understandable chunks of language
that will give new readers a sense of success because they will
be able to read and understand them. As learners succeed in
reading and understanding, their confidence and enjoyment
increase.
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* Simple transition words such as and, but, and so are occa-
sionally used to begin sentences and to include a feeling of
continuity. Similarly, there are few embedded structures in the
first set of Steps, and those that are there are heavily supported
by the context. As students progress through the text, they are
able to read longer sentences and able to understand combined
ideas; therefore, because clauses and if/then constructions are
added to their repertoire, not overtly as elements of grammar,
but inductively as ways to combine two ideas.

® Each reading is followed by a set of questions. If the answer to
a question is stated within the reading, the student might be
asked to write the answer. However, because many answers
are actually inferences, and because students might not have
the active vocabulary with which to express their ideas, a
multiple-choice format is used for the reader to read and to
select from. Thus the students are dealing with ideas that may
be beyond their active ability to express, while their passive
fluency and ultimately their active language ability are being
increased.

Suggested Procedures for Use of Steps and Plateaus

The following techniques and strategies work well with this text:

» Prereading

Create an anticipatory set of words and phrases related to the topic.
As an introduction to a Step or Plateau, have your students focus on the
titles and the illustrations of the unit. Many of the target vocabulary
items and the concepts are presented there. Brainstorm as a class. With
the students’ input, write words and phrases on the board. As you write,
you might want to group the words and phrases that are related. You can
point to parts of an illustration and ask students what they see or read a
title and ask what the title might mean. Such an open class brainstorming
session is a particularly productive way of eliciting the predictable and
related concepts. Students will listen to what their classmates have to say
and volunteer ideas of their own, thus increasing the total background
knowledge of each student. In this way, the semantic mapping that occurs
among related concepts begins to form internally.
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¥ Reading

At first, you might consider reading the text articles aloud to your
students. Ask your students to read along with you or to examine the
illustrations. Pause to indicate illustrations of key concepts as you go
through the reading for the first time. Read slowly but with a natural
intonation. Pause after each sentence, allowing students time to process
the complete sentence units. If it seems appropriate, read the story aloud
a second and third time, and encourage the students to read it aloud
quietly as you read. In any one class there are likely to be students who
have greater and lesser degrees of proficiency in reading. Those who
already understand the keys to reading will not benefit as much from
the repeated reading as those who are developing readers. Students
with greater proficiency might be asked to copy the text and to combine
sentences, making the text more complex and helping them learn more
about sentence structure.

Students whose language ability is being stretched by the reading will
also be gaining a useful skill. They will begin to recognize that they do
not need to understand the meaning of every word and every sentence
to gain information from the reading. This tolerance for ambiguity is an
essential skill for every language learner. Although it might occasionally
be useful to allow the use of bilingual dictionary, encourage judicious
and not continual use of the tool so that students feel more at ease with
the readings but not dependent on their dictionaries.

# Activity Types

Within each Step and Plateau, you will find a variety of exercise types,
though not all units have the same format. There is enough variety to
prevent boredom. The teacher can select different kinds of exercises for
individual or group work. Some exercises are most effectively done as a
class. Some work well as assigned homework. In each Step and Plateau
there are ideas for individuals to relate their lives to the theme.

= | Let’s Learn from the Reading!

The main points of the reading are the focus in these questions:
important details, meanings of new words, main idea, sequences,
and simple inferences. Because students do not always have the
active vocabulary and oral fluency needed to express what they
have understood, the language is sometimes provided for them, in
multiple-choice questions.
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=, | Let’s Practice!
s’

This section is usually a number of different exercises, designed
to give plenty of opportunity for practice in using new words,
understanding details, categorizing, and applying principles that
have been learned or implied in the reading.

Q I Let’s Talk!

Through these sections, students can relate the ideas in the reading
to their own lives. These questions can be used to stimulate in-class
discussions and to create contexts for the new vocabulary to be used
in conversation. Some of the questions are anticipatory of ideas that
will soon become a part of the classwork.

O I Let’s Write!

Reading and writing are related skills. The activities in these sections
integrate writing into the development of reading skills. In general,
the writing activities are guided tasks that recycle the main concepts.
The topics for students to write on are clearly defined. The activities
are designed to foster successful writing experiences by limiting the
amount of material that the students have to create and compose
themselves. At the same time, students are guided into creating
personal responses to what they have read.

%,| Let’s Think!
The emphasis in these exercises is on developing critical thinking
skills.

& | Let’s Find Out About You!

These questions invite students to explore their emotional responses
to aspects of the theme.

o, | Extension Activities

In some Steps and Plateaus there are extra readings, games, and
charts to read and understand. These activities typically provide
extra practice with the words and ideas so as to help students
become more comfortable with the learning. Some of these activities
are appropriate for housework.

Steps and Plateaus makes relevant information about everyday life
accessible to the new reader of English. The simple beginning-level
readings and the skill-building and integrating activities help students
build the foundation for success in reading in English.
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