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Introduction to Reading and Writing

In this introductory part of the book, you will read four articles on reading and
writing, aiming at helping you understand the process of reading in a foreign lan-
guage and the characteristics of writing as well as showing such “practical” skills as
reading strategies and tips for developing an essay. It is also hoped that your reflec-
tions on the questions after reading will justify the blending of reading with writing
as a course,

Passage 1
Reading in a Foreign Language

Researchers in native language acquisition have contributed much to the under-
standing of how reading processes develop. Native language research has found that
readers’ purposes and approaches to texts differ not only by text, but by the individ-
ual reader. Foreign language researchers have drawn upon this information and have
found similarities between the reading strategies of first and foreign language read-
ers., Furthermore, foreign language researchers have learned how expectations de-
fined by a reader’s culture influence what the reader understands when reading. For-
eign language researchers and instructors are applying these research findings in
classrooms through a variety of strategy-use activities such as those discussed below.
Foreign language reading: an interactive process

Most foreign language reading specialists view reading as interactive. The read-
er interacts with the text to create meaning as the reader’s mental processes work to-
gether at different levels. And the level of reader’s comprehension of the text is de-
termined by how well the reader variables (interest level in the text, purpose for
reading the text, knowledge of the topic, foreign language abilities, awareness of the
reading process, and level of willingness to ‘take risks) interact with the text varia-
bles (text type, structure, syntax, and vocabulary).

One important part of interactive process theory emphasizes “schemata”, the
reader’s pre-existing concepts about the world and about the text to be read. Into
this framework, the reader fits what he or she finds in any passage. If new textual
information does not fit into a reader’s schemata, the reader misunderstands the new

material, ignores the new material, or revises the schemata to match the facts within
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the passage.

Content schemata are background knowledge about the cultural orientation or
content of a passage. For example, readers might know that Mark Twain wrote sto-
ries about life on the Mississippi River during the nineteenth century. Such content
schemata help the reader to understand and recall more than do readers less familiar
with text content.

Formal schemata define reader expectations about how pieces of textual informa-
tion will relate to each other and in what order details will appear. For example, in a
detective story, a reader could expect the following chain of events: a crime occurs,
possible suspects are identified, evidence is uncovered, and the perpetrator is appre-
hended.

Recognizing and implementing effective foreign language reading strategies

When we recognize that each reader brings to the reading process a unique set of
past experiences, emotional and mental processes, level of cognitive development,
and interest level in the topic, we also recognize that not all teaching strategies will
be effective for all the people. When isolating the most effective teaching strategies
to use with a group of students, we must also consider those reader strategies that
are not necessarily related to content schemata. Such reader strategies include the
following:

using titles and illustrations to understand a passage,

skimming,

scanning,

summarizing,

guessing word meanings,

becoming aware of the reading process.

Another step in effectively learning to read materials written in a foreign lan-
guage is to identify effective reading strategies based on text variables., One impor-
tant part of this step is being aware of the significant aspects of text variables that
will affect foreign language reading. For example, the knowledge of the differences
between a fairy tale and a newspaper article helps the reader to recognize the differ-
ent text types and to prepare for the uncomplicated sentence structure, high-frequen-
cy vocabulary, and, in most cases, happy ending that typically characterizes a fairy
tale. On the other hand, the same reader would need to prepare very differently to
read a newspaper article about the technicalities involved in negotiating a disarma-
ment treaty. In this case, the vocabulary would be very specialized and the sentence
structure more complicated.

As you can see, reading involves many complex skills that have to come togeth-



er in order for the reader to be successful. Readers must be cognitively active in or-
der to relate new information to their own background knowledge and beliefs. Differ-
ent reading researchers emphasize different characteristics of good or proficient read-
er. However, when it comes to proficient readers, widespread agreement has
emerged in the form of a set of key habits. Good readers are:
mentally engaged,
motivated to read and to learn,
socially active around reading tasks,
strategic in monitoring the interactive processes that assist comprehension.
(Adapted from http://www. ericdigests. org/pre-9211/reading.
' htm, by Marva Barnett)

Comprehension and Reflection
1. What does reading mean to you?
2. What are the functions of reading strategies?
3. How can one be a proficient reader?
4. Among the reading strategies mentioned in the passage, which one do you
use most frequently?

Passage 2

What Is Writing?

We share common definitions of the term “writing” if we limit it to something
like “putting pen to paper” or “typing ideas into a computer”. However, if we more
closely define elements of the writing act, the definition comes to life. The following
paragraphs might prompt your thinking about elements of the writing process. The
list is not definitive, but it may serve as a starting place where you might begin to
think about how writing happens for you.

Writing is a response

We write because we are reacting to something, someone, or some other piece
of language. While writing feels like an isolating, individual act—just you and the
computer or pad of paper—it is really a social act, a way in which we can respond to
the people and world around us. Writing always happens in a specific, often pre-
scribed context. We are not just writing; we are always writing to an audience for
some particular purpose. Our writing is always governed by a particular context.
When we write, we do so because we want, need, or have been required to create a

fixed space for someone to receive and react to our ideas. Understanding this social
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or rhetorical context—who the readers may be, why they want to read your ideas,
when and where they are going to read your writing, how they might view us as
writers—governs some of the choices we make and the structures that we assume are
part of the writing. The writing context requires writers to have a sense of the
reader’s expectations and an awareness of appropriate conventions for a particular
piece of writing. The context of the piece further governs the structures of appropri-
ate tone, level of vocabulary, kind and placement of evidence, genre, and sometimes
even what constitutes acceptable punctuation in a given circumstance.

Writing is recursive '

As we write, we constantly rewrite. Sometimes we do this unconsciously as we
choose words, delete, and then choose again. Sometimes we do this rewriting very
consciously and conscientiously as we reread a paragraph or page to criticize for clari-
ty, coherence, or simply to see what we’ve just said and to see if we like it. Having
read, we rewrite the same phrases or ideas to make a closer match or refine our dis-
covery through language. The process of writing and then reviewing, changing, re-
writing is a natural and an important part of shaping expression for an anticipated au-
dience. So while we are trying to put our words and ideas into a logical line, we are
circling round and back and over again by way of creating that line.

Writing is both subjective and objective

We value writing because it reveals the personal choices a writer has made and
thereby reveals something of his habits of mind, his ability to connect and therefore
shape ideas, and his ability to transform or change us as readers. We take writing as
evidence of a subject or subjective position. Especially in an academic environment,
we read written language as individual expression, as a volley from one individual
mind to another. That said, writing also serves as an object for us, a “piece” or a
“paper” that has known shapes, sizes, and functions determined by genre and con-
ventions, While we don’t think of writing as technology, it is just that; it is a means
to remove and fix a person’s ideas in another place, a place that is treated with stand-
ards and a sense of objectivity. Here’s where our sense of what counts as “good”
writing develops. We have created objective ideals of writing that include measures
of appropriate voice, vocabulary, evidence, and arrangement of ideas. So while writ-
ing is very personal or subjective, it creates an object space, a place apart from the
individual and we measure it against objective standards derived from the context. It
creates space both for the individual (subject) and the idea (the object) to coexist so
that we can both judge the merits of the individual voicing the idea and contend with
the idea on the objective form of a page.

Writing is decision-making
It may seem obvious, but in order to get something on the page, a writer choo-



ses the words, the order of the words in the sentence, the grouping of sentences into
paragraphs, the order of the paragraphs within a piece. While there is ordinariness
about this process—we make choices or decisions almost unconsciously about many
things all day long—with writing, as we have all experienced, such decision-making
can be a complex process, full of discovery, despair, and determination, and dead-
lines. Making decisions about words and ideas can be a messy, fascinating, perplex- -
ing experience that often results in something mysterious, something that may not
surely “work” until the writer has auditioned it for a real reader.

Writing is a process

Contending with the decision-making, social context, subjectivity and objectivi-
ty that constitute writing is a process that takes place over time and through lan-
guage. When producing a piece of writing for an audience, experienced writers use
developed systems, usually an idiosyncratic combination of thinking, planning,
drafting and revising that, for them, means “writing” something. No matter how an
individual describes her process, each person negotiates the series of choices required
in his individual context and produces a draft that begins to capture a representation
of his “idea”. For most people, this negotiation includes trial and error, false starts,
contradictions, sorting, doubt about how the idea will be received, and satisfaction
when they think they have cleared these hurdles successfully. For most people, this
process happens through language. In other words, we use words to discover what,
how, and why we believe. Research supports the saying “I don’t know what I think
until I read what I've said. ” We use language to test, imagine, and create ideas dur-
ing the process of articulation, whether in speech or writing. We don’t just “have”
ideas; we really have language that we call ideas.

Altogether these elements make writing both an interesting and challenging act.
These qualities function together and make writing the rich, complex, valuable thing
that it is. What else is writing for you? Think about what this definition misses and
how you might complete the sentence, “Writing is...”

(From http://www. unc. edu/depts/wcweb/faculty _ resources/writing. html)

Comprehension and Reflection
1. What is writing according to the passage you have read? And what is your
own understanding of writing?
2. Do you agree that writing is recursive?
3. If writing is a process, how many aspects are involved?
4. How is reading and writing interrelated with each other?



~ Supplementary Reading

Passage 1

Reading Better and Faster

For most people, it is easy to learn to read faster. Your reading rate is often just
a matter of habit. But to begin, you may need to try to change some habits and try
these tips:

1. Pay attention when you read and read as if it really matters, Most people read
in the same way that they watch television, i. e., in an inattentive, passive way.
Reading takes effort and you must make the effort. A wise teacher once told me that
you can learn anything if you do three things: PAY ATTENTION, PAY ATTEN-
TION, and PAY ATTENTION.

There are some simple methods that you can use to pay better attention and get
more out of your textbook reading time. Different authors call it different things,
but many researchers say that you will improve your comprehension if you somehow
“preview” the passage before you actually sit down and read every word.

To do a preview you:

1) take 30 to 60 seconds.

2) look over the title of the chapter.

3) look at all the headings, subheadings and marked, italic or dark print.

4) look at any pictures or illustrations, charts or graphs.

5) quickly skim over the passage, reading the first and last paragraph and glanc-
ing at the first sentence of every other paragraph.

6) close the book and ask yourself:

a) What is the main idea?

b) What kind of writing is it?

¢) What is the author’s purpose?

You might not think that you could possibly answer these questions with so lit-
tle exposure to the material, but if you do the preview correctly, you should have
some very good general ideas. If you have a general idea of what the passage is about
before you really read it, you will be able to understand and remember the passage
better.

6



When you finally get to the point where you are actually slowly reading the pas-
sage, read in a “questioning” manner—as if you were searching for something. It
sometimes helps if you take the heading or title of a chapter and turn it into a ques-
tion. For example, if the heading of a section in the text is “The Causes of the Civil
War”, take that title and switch it into a question like; “What are the causes of the
Civil War?” Now you have a goal; something to look for; something to find out.
When you are goal-oriented, you are more likely to reach the goal. At least you’ll re-
member one thing about the text which you have just read.

2. Stop talking to yourself when you read. People talk to themselves in two ways by:

1) vocalizing, which is the actual moving of your lips as you read, and

2) subvocalizing, which is talking to yourself in your head as you silently read.

Both of these will slow you down to the point in which you find that you can’t
read any faster than you can speak. Speech is a relatively slow activity; for most,
the average speed is about 250 WPM (words per minute).

Reading should be an activity which involves only the eyes and the brain. Vocal- .
ization ties reading to actual speaking. Try to think of reading as if you were looking
at a landscape, a panorama of ideas, rather than looking at the rocks at your feet.

3. Read in thought groups. Studies have shown that when we read, our eyes
must make small stops along the line. Poor readers make many more fixations (eye
stops) than good readers. Not only does this slow you down, but it inhibits compre-
hension because meaning is easier to pull from groups of words rather than from indi-
vidual words or even single letters. Try to read in phrases of three or four words,
especially in complete clauses and prepositional phrases. Your mind may internalize
them as if the whole phrase is like one big meaning-rich word.

4, Don’t keep re-reading the same phrases. Poor readers habitually read and re-
read the same phrase over and over again. This habit of making “regressions” doub-
les or triples reading time and often does not result in better comprehension. A sin-
gle careful, attentive reading may not be enough for full comprehension, but is often
more effective than constant regressions in the middle of a reading. It is best to work
on paying closer attention the first time through. Do a preview first before the care-
ful reading and try the tips I mentioned above. You’ll remember better without the
rereading,

5. Vary your reading rate to suit the difficulty and type of writing of the text,
Poor readers always read at the same slow rate. An efficient reader speeds up for
easier material and slows down for the hard. Some things were not meant to be read
quickly at all. Legal material and very difficult text should be read slowly. Easier
material and magazines and newspapers can be read quickly. Poetry and plays were

7



meant to be performed, and if not acted out, then at least, spoken out loud orally.
This obviously will conflict with good speed reading method which forbids vocaliza-
tion. Religious writings and scripture were originally written to be recited and lis-
tened to by an audience which was likely to be intelligent, but illiterate. The “fun”
of poetry, plays, or prayer is not really experienced if you “speed read” the text,
(From http://english. glendale. cc. ca. us/speed 1. html, by Dennis Doyle)

Passage 2

How to Develop and Write an Essay

Writing is a process of organizing and expressing your thoughts. Since writing is
a process, there is no one or single manner of writing an essay. However, “experi-
enced writers pass through certain stages that overlap and circle back on each other”.
These stages include: 1) Developing or Planning (discovering the subject, gathering
information, focusing on a central theme, and organizing material) ; 2) Drafting (the
“writing” that includes creating ideas, expressing ideas, clarifying ideas, and con-
necting ideas); 3) Revising (rethinking and improving structure, content, style, and
presentation; re-writing; editing; and proofreading).

Even though writing is a process, you need some place to begin, some steps to
follow.

1. Tips to get started

1) Choose a topic that interests you; choose one that you know sometbing about
or one that you can easily research,

2) Narrow your topic. For example, do not write on “Earthquakes”; rather,
write on “The San Andreas Fault, ”

3) Use Prewriting techniques to get ideas down on paper.

a) Brainstorm—focus on an idea for a set time (say fifteen minutes) and list ev-
ery idea that comes to mind about a given topic. Do not reject any idea, no matter
how absurd. Do not try to list in any order. Do write down ideas all over the page.

b) Cluster ideas and/or words—group ideas or words that belong together to
discover connections among ideas. Clustering is often done after brainstorming so
that similar ideas can be grouped together.

¢) Make lists—outline informally the major points in a tentative order.

d) Free write—focus on an idea for a set time (say ten minutes) and write down
those ideas in paragraph or “essay” format. Do write down every idea, no matter
how absurd or unrelated it may seem. Do not think about or be concerned with or-
ganization, grammar, sentence structure, or punctuation. Do not stop writing for
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