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This article reports on an action research project conducted in a public school in Bogotd, Colom-
bia, with tenth grade students. We decided to develop it because of the students’ needs as well as the
empbhasis of the PEI (Proyecto Educativo Institucional = School Institutional Project), which is based
on the requisite of improving reading comprehension. The project focused on the implementation
of four lesson plans in which five reading strategies were applied. They were reading speed, non-text
information, word attack skills, text attack and discursive strategies. Data collection was conducted by
using observation, journals, interviews and questionnaires. These instruments provided information
about the level of improvement in reading comprehension and evidenced advances in the students’
performance when they read an academic text in English.
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necesidades de los estudiantes como por el énfasis del PEI (Proyecto Educativo Institucional), el cual
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Introduction

Our students are required to make use of ma-
terial in English for academic purposes. However,
reading has been seen as a students’ weakness
in their academic performance as well as in the
results of the ICFES exam'. They have not been the
best. It is then our responsibility to give students
some elements to improve their reading compre-
hension skills and, hopefully, have an impact on
the results they get on that exam.

Having this in mind and taking into account
that our school is interested in fostering higher
command of the English language, a group of
English teachers decided to take a teacher devel-
opment program at Universidad Nacional de Co-
lombia in Bogota. Along this program we engaged
in the development of a project called “Let’s read
and comprehend academic texts” so that students
could improve their reading comprehension of
academic texts through the appropriate applica-
tion of reading strategies. The long-term goal was
also that this project continues as an important
task to be developed by all the English teachers in
our school.

We know that Colombia is not a country of
true readers and our students did not comprehend
reading passages very well, even in our mother
tongue, Spanish. In addition, most of them did not
like to read even in Spanish.

For that reason we considered this project
could help not only students but also colleagues
with the achievement of new ways for getting best
results in reading comprehension. In the following
paragraphs we present the focus of our study, the
theoretical framework which was illuminated
by Nuttall (1982). There we define the following

1 Students who are about to finish high school are required to
sit a test which is administered by 1CFEs (Instituto Colombiano para
el Fomento de la Educacién Superior), which is the national institute
for educational evaluation and testing in Colombia.

five reading strategies we chose: reading speed,
non-text information, word attack skills, text at-
tack, and discursive strategies. Then the way we
approached the lesson plans will be shown as well
as the results and findings obtained at the end of
this experience.

The Focus of Our Study

Which reading strategies can be implemented
in tenth grade at San José de Castilla School to have
10" grade students comprehend academic texts in
English? This is the question that led the project in
order to develop reading comprehension in aca-
demic texts because the main needs of the students
are related to reading instructions, obtaining infor-
mation from the internet, admission to universi-
ties, and getting jobs, among others.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical bases considered in order to get
a solid foundation for our research were basically
those that deal with reading strategies, reading
comprehension and academic texts.

Reading Comprehension

and Academic Texts

Reading comprehension is the process of con-
structing meaning from a text. It involves decoding
the writer’s words taking into account background
knowledge. It means the reader’s knowledge of the
topic, of language structures, of text structure and
genders, which help him/her understand the
message. The process is also affected by motivation,
the quality of the reading material and the strategies
used. Likewise, there are many factors that affect
reading comprehension; for instance, students with
low language skills and low development of the
strategies required to decode a text.

According to Bernardez (1982), a text is the
fundamental linguistic unit, a product of verbal
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human activity. Its main features are semantics
and communication, but also its coherence that is
formed from the speaker’s communicative inten-
tion in order to create an unabridged and struc-
tured text.

When we talk about academic texts we refer to
those texts that circulate in schools and that are re-
lated to an expert’s knowledge. One of her/his main
functions is to explain (comprehend something,
modify a stage) or to demonstrate knowledge.

The majority of texts that students approach are
academic ones. These texts have specific character-
istics, very different from oral or written discourses,
such as written reports, exames, notes, presentations,
summaries, diagrams, outlines, reports, reviews,
descriptions. In connection with this, Pérez Graja-
les (1999) states some features, to wit: (1) The gen-
eral purpose is to show knowledge, (2) its content is
based on lectures, presentations, experiments; and
(3) the recipient of the text is the student.

The kinds of texts that students use in the
English classroom are generally news, letters, post-
cards, articles, internet information, essays, and so
on. Because of this, it is important to teach students
how to process information provided in academic
texts so that they can have the opportunity to move
forward in their learning in any area from the
school curriculum.

Reading Strategies

Reading strategies are necessary to successfully
comprehend texts. Cohen (1990, p. 83) distinguishes
skills and strategies: “skill is an overall behavior or
general class of behaviors and strategy is the spe-
cific means for realizing that behavior”. On the oth-
er hand, Barnet, in Jiménez (2000, p. 34), defines
reading strategies as the mental process involved
in accomplishing reading tasks. As can be seen, the
goal of a specific strategy is to understand a text eas-
ily and students must be given opportunities to de-
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velop reading strategies effectively so that they can
process different kinds of texts.

Based on our students’ most relevant needs in
reading, and following the typology presented by
Nuttall (1982) and Jiménez (2000), five strategies
were chosen. Reading speed, non-text informa-
tion, word-attack skills, and text-attack skills were
considered useful in order to reach positive results
in reading comprehension. In each one of them
we have some categories; that is to say, strategies
that were chosen to guide the students along the
reading comprehension processes developed in
class. They are gathered in Table 1 and briefly ex-
plained in the following paragraphs.

Reading Speed

As reading involves understanding and is the
cause of speed, the speed depends on understanding.
Nuttall (1982) states that speed is useful, but not the
main criterion. In addition, reading speed should not
be developed as the most important part of compre-
hension. Scanning and skimming skills help students
to improve their speed in reading.

It should be clarified that scanning deals with a
rapid look in order to search for specific informa-
tion or to get the required purpose. It also helps to
identify what information is relevant for a specific
purpose. Skimming, in contrast, refers to looking
over a reading passage quickly to get general infor-
mation. It helps to find out what the text is about.

Non-Text Information
It refers to the use of information that is not

specifically included in the text. Nuttall (1982)

states three categories connected to this strategy:

o Reference apparatus, which makes reference to
what can be learnt from a book before reading
it. It refers to the parts of a text that can help the
reader to locate information or predict what the
text contains.
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Table 1. Reading comprehension strategies used in the project

Strategies Categories Function
Scanning To locate specific information
Reading speed
Skimming To get general information
Non-verbal To support the verbal information given in the text
Information (tables, charts and diagrams)

Non-text information

Graphic conventions

To identify content of a reading (symbols, spacing,
indentation, layout, punctuation, choice of type)

Lexical items

To identify the meaning of the words or groups
of words

Structural clues

To establish the type of grammatical category of the

Word attack skills words
Inferences from context To understand the meaning from context the first time
To ignore words which are not important for the im-
Ignoring difficult words & P
mediate purpose
Recognizing and interpreting . . .
i . To identify what the writer wants to express
Text attack cohesive devices
Interpreting discourse markers | To find out the meaning of difficult sentences
Recognizing implications and | To make use of syntactic, logical and cultural clues to
Discursive making inferences discover the meaning of unknown elements

Prediction

To make students think about the topic of the text
based on the title and key words

o Non-verbal information, which, in the authors’
words, is the information included in tables,
charts and diagrams. It is also the information
that accompanies the text but is not considered
textual.

 Graphic conventions could be obvious for stu-
dents but they need practice in identifying them
in order to clarify and understand the texts
(symbols, indentation, layout, punctuation,
choice of type).

Word-Attack Skills

It is related to the way we tackle difficult lexi-
cal items. We can do so through lexical items,

14

structural clues, ignoring difficult words, and
using a dictionary. Lexical items refer to any word
or group of words with a meaning that students
have to learn as a whole (Nuttall, 1982). Structural
clues establish the grammatical category of the
words whereas inference from context deals with
getting the meaning of a word by making use of
the context in which it occurs (Jiménez, 2000). On
the other hand, we can ignore the words that are
not relevant for a specific purpose in the reading
or use a dictionary. This last strategy is important
because students should know the correct use of
the dictionary in order to save time and avoid in-
terruptions when reading.
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Text-Attack Skills
They are the ones that help us grasp some fea-
tures of the text such as cohesion, functional value,
and rhetorical organization. To do so we can use
the following skills: understanding sentence syn-
tax, recognizing and interpreting cohesive devices,
and interpreting discourse markers. Markers like
linking words, connectors, discourse organization,
and writers’ points of view relate the parts of the
text and indicate the functional value of the sen-
tence (Nuttall, 1982).

Discursive Skills

In this group we have those skills related to

recognizing information that is not explicitly stat-

ed in the text. Skills associated with discourse are
as follows:

« Recognizing the functional value: It deals with
recognizing not only the meaning or the signi-
fication, but also what the writer intends to do
with the utterances used in the text.

o Interpreting rhetorical structure: This refers to
the structure of the underlying ideas and the
connections between them. As noted by Nut-
tall (1982), it is important to analyze the organ-
ization of aspects like content, information
within a sentence, sequence of sentences and
paragraphs.

» Recognizing the presuppositions underlying a
text: This is related to the presuppositions that
both writers and students could have when they
read and understand the text.

» Recognizing implications and making infer-
ences: This refers to the inferences students can
make from other pieces of information in the
text.

o Prediction: This skill embraces the ability to
predict and helps students to understand the
text (Jiménez, 2000).
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Context and Participants

The I.E.D. San José de Castilla is a public school
located in Castilla neighborhood, eighth zone, in
Bogota, Colombia. The school offers education
from kindergarten to eleventh grade in four dif-
ferent places. In high school there is an average of
forty-five students per class. The group chosen was
one of the tenth grades, classroom 1002. It con-
sisted of thirty-eight students: 21 boys and 17 girls.
They were from 14 to 17 years old and had different
English levels.

Method: How Action Research
Was Implemented

Diagnostic Phase

At the beginning of the project we carried out a
diagnostic task. To do so, we first applied a question-
naire in order to state the reasons for reading texts in
English, how important reading in English was for
students, the techniques most used when reading,
and their reading comprehension level. Next we
gathered the main results of this base-line phase of
our study. First, in Figure 1, we can read what stu-
dents said about the reasons for reading in English.

Teacher asks

Do homework

Know about a topic

Pleasure

Get information

0 5 10 15

Figure 1. Responses obtained when students
were asked: What is the principal reason for
reading in English?
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The main reason for reading texts in English was
to get information and to fulfill a requirement set
out by the teacher. The analysis of the information
we gathered also showed that most of the students
only read texts in English in class (see Figure 2). This
made us hypothesize that the students only read in
English classes because they do not have or do not
know how to use the strategies in order to process a
reading text on their own. This confirmed that they
needed some orientation for tackling a text.

Never

When needed inf.
Onlyin class

On weekends

Everyday

0 5 10 15 20 25

Figure 2. Answers gotten when students were
asked: When do you read in English?

In regard to the use of different techniques used
by the teacher in the English class, we also found a
variety of practices, as can be seen in Figure 3.

Always the same
Group work
Individual work
Differentactivities

Games

Figure 3. Students’ responses to the question
about activities used by the teacher
in reading lessons.

As shown in Figure 3, when asked about the
ways they used to approach a text in the reading les-
sons, students stated that teachers explored differ-
ent alternatives. Furthermore, students highlighted
that collaborative work played an important role in
their lessons.

We also asked students, “What do you think
your reading level is?” and could identify a variety
of responses in regard to their reading comprehen-
sion. Their responses can be seen in Figure 4.

Advanced

High intermed.

0 5 10 15 20 25

Intermediate

Beginner

Low

Figure 4. Students’ perceptions of their level
in reading in English.

However, and as can be read afterwards, a
diagnostic test we also administered in order to
establish the real reading level of the students
showed that the students’ real level was very low
(see Figure 5). It was a big problem and a cause of
concern if we take into account that the students
had studied English for at least five years.

The diagnostic test was applied to 37 students
and the results were scored from o to 10, being o
the lowest score and 10 the highest one. In this test
we included some questions intended to find out
if they used the five strategies we had planned to
apply in the project. We wanted to establish if stu-
dents were familiar with them or not. To do so, a
biology text related to the photosynthesis process
was chosen.
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25

20

15

10

0.0-2.0 2.5-4.0 45-6.0 6.5-8.0 8.5-10.0

Figure 5. Results of the diagnostic test.

The test results confirmed that although the
majority of the students considered their level to
be high, they had a low reading comprehension
level when required to answer questions about
an academic text. In addition, in the responses
to the diagnostic questionnaire we found that 6o
per cent of them read in English only in class, and
only when the teacher asked them to do so. That
was why it was very important to develop a special
project on reading comprehension.

Data Collection

When doing an action research project, it is
important to choose data collection techniques
in order to identify and justify monitoring or
observing what happens in connection with the
research problem itself (Burns, 1999). That is why
we decided to use a journal and questionnaires
as the main techniques or instruments. Likewise,
we chose interviews and artifacts (reading work-
sheets) as complementary sources. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs we explain what we understand
by each instrument and how they were used along
the research study.

A journal is a public document in which in-
formation about the class is registered in order to
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collect data related to the development of the class,
activities, events, feelings, reactions, reflections,
and explanations. In our case, there were two
teachers in the classroom; while one of them was
doing the class observation and taking notes about
the class environment, the students’ behavior, and
the way they used the reading strategies, the other
was directing the class, leading students to fulfill
the lesson and applying the strategies selected for
the specific class. The monitoring was very metic-
ulous (see one sample in Appendix 2).

As we know, a questionnaire is a form con-
taining a set of questions for gathering informa-
tion. Its goal is to ask people about their knowledge,
opinions, ideas and experiences in order to get data
for reflection and analysis of a specific topic. In this
research, two questionnaires were used. With the
first we wanted to identify how important reading
was for students and how the reading process was
held in class. It was applied before beginning the
project. With the second one we wanted to state the
students’ reading comprehension level in English;
it was also applied at the beginning of the process.

Like the questionnaire, the interview is an
instrument that helps the researcher to get infor-
mation about participants’ opinions and experi-
ences. We prepared the interview to be answered
in writing. One interview was applied in the mid-
dle of the process in order to determine the ad-
vances of the project.

Finally, artifacts consisted of the work produced
by students during the lessons. The first lesson plan
was prepared to have students apply the reading
speed strategy in order to develop the scanning and
skimming skills to get specific and general informa-
tion. They also applied the non-verbal information
strategy to fill in charts and to label a scheme. In the
second lesson plan students applied the non-text in-
formation strategy in order to develop their capac-
ity to understand graphic conventions.
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For the third lesson plan students applied the
reading speed and text-attack strategies for getting
specific and general information. Students also
identified what the writer wanted to express and
found out the meaning of difficult sentences.

For the last lesson plan students applied text-
attack and discursive strategies in order to find out
the meaning of difficult sentences and to make use
of syntactical, logical and cultural clues. Students
were expected to discover the meaning of un-
known elements.

These data techniques allowed us the possibil-
ity to see the students’ behaviors or answers when
asked which reading strategies they applied. In addi-
tion, we could contrast specific information in order
to make the project objective and reliable. Through
the analysis of data provided by said instruments we
could check the effectiveness of the proposal.

Pedagogical Procedure

According to the students’ needs and in order
to improve their reading comprehension skills, we
prepared four lesson plans and thought of activities
that would encourage them to apply the strategies
described beforehand: reading speed, non text in-
formation, word-attack, text-attack, and discursive.

For the lesson plan design we took into account
three stages each one with specific steps. They are
shown in Table 2.

Appendix 1 includes a sample of one of the les-
son plans designed by the teachers involved in the
project, and which was developed with the group
of students participating in our study.

Findings

Through the analysis of the different instru-
ments used in our research, and which were men-
tioned before, we could identify three themes that
are discussed in the following paragraphs: (1) using
reading strategies to decode academic texts; (2) stu-
dents’ involvement in the reading lessons; and (3)
difficulties and challenges along the process.

Using Reading Strategies to

Decode Academic Texts

As already mentioned, for the purpose of our
project five reading strategies were selected in
order to design four lesson plans. Each lesson plan
intended to have students explore the use of one
or two reading strategies. On the other hand, there
was also an evaluation at the end of each lesson in
order to determine the students’ performance or
progress in reading comprehension.

For the first lesson a biology text was used:
“The ear: Some physical and functional aspects”.
The text was about how noise can induce hearing
loss. The students worked with labels, charts, pic-
tures and abbreviations. The strategies selected

Table 2. Stages followed in the reading lessons

Stage

Steps or activities followed in each stage

Before reading

o Warm up: Here students are motivated with different kind of activities, questions, among others.
« Presentation: The topic is presented to the students.

While reading

o Practice: Students read the text and do the different activities in order to apply the specific
strategy they are expected to work with.

After reading

o Evaluation: In this step students value their own comprehension of the text.
o Homework: It is an extra activity that helps to reinforce or to go deep into the reading.
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were reading speed to locate specific information
and to get general information; and non-text in-
formation to identify content of a reading and to
support the verbal information given in the text.

It is important to say that the students worked
in pairs. Another important aspect is that they did
not use the dictionary at all because the visual aids,
as The ear poster, and some mimics used by the
teacher helped students to comprehend the text.
As shown in Figure 6, the results of the evaluation
carried out at the end of the lesson showed that
most of the students felt confident when they used
reading speed (scanning and skimming). They
also used a scheme in order to clarify their com-
prehension about a text.

16

12 —

10 —

2.5-4 4.5-6 6.5-8 8.5-10

Figure 6. Results of the evaluation carried out
after working with the text “The ear: Some
physical and functional aspects”.

The strategies selected for the second les-
son were reading speed, and word-attack skills to
identify the meaning of the words or sentences in
the reading. Music was the chosen topic and the
text was Ludwig van Beethoven. In the first part
of the worksheet used for the lesson, the students
could read a text of his biography. In the second
part, there was a chart with some information
taken from the Internet. The students worked with
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vocabulary from the context and filled in charts.
They were also challenged to find definitions or
synonyms.

The low grades obtained in the evaluation (see
Figure 7) showed that the majority of the students
had some difficulties identifying the meaning of un-
known words in the context and the “fill in charts”
task was not easy either. In this lesson, the students
had to use the dictionary. They did so by pairs.

25

20

0-2 2.5-4 6.5-8 8.5-10

Figure 7. Results of the evaluation implemented
after the reading lesson based on
the text “Ludwig van Beethoven”.

From these results we could state that word-attack
skills are useful only when students have a wide range
of vocabulary. Also, it was concluded that they needed
more opportunities to practice those skills with con-
crete tasks and teachers’ guidance.

The third lesson plan included a cultural topic.
The text chosen was Television, its advantages and
disadvantages. The students worked with a long
text, doing exercises about vocabulary. They also
worked main ideas and text organization. The
strategies selected were word-attack skills, in order
to reinforce this strategy, and text-attack, to iden-
tify what the writer wants to express and to find
out the meaning of difficult sentences.
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The results showed better grades than in the
previous lesson (see Figure 8). Students worked in
pairs and understood the vocabulary in the text.
The strategies applied seemed to help them with
general comprehension. In this lesson, students
were more interested in the topic, so we could es-
tablish that this was an important aspect for com-
prehension. Hence, the topics of the texts have an
impact on students’ motivation.

0-2 2.5-4 4.5-6 6.5-8 8.5-10

Figure 8. Results of the evaluation done at the
end the lesson around the text Television,
its advantages and disadvantages.

The last lesson was related to geography. The
text used was entitled Stonehenge. In it, students
could read about this megalithic monument. The
class had a jigsaw activity, predictions, diagrams
and maps. The strategies worked were text-attack
to find out the meaning of difficult sentences
and discursive to make use of syntactical, logi-
cal and cultural clues to discover the meaning of
unknown elements.

The results gathered in the evaluation of the
fourth lesson (see Figure 9) showed that students
understood most of the text and improved their
grades. At this point students had used not only
the specific strategies for the lesson plan, but also
a combination of all of the five that were chosen
for the project.

18

16

14
12

10

0-2 2.5-4 4.5-6 6.5-8 8.5-10

Figure 9. Results obtained in the evaluation after
the reading lesson based on the text Stonehenge.

Students’ Involvement

in the Reading Lessons

As already explained, we used a journal (see Ap-
pendix 2) as a way to collect information. Through
the observations carried out by an observer —by one
of the teachers participating in the development of
the project— we could keep records of some actions
and students’ behaviors during the development of
every lesson. Figure 10 gathers the evidence of stu-
dents’ participation throughout the process. They
are explained afterwards.

Participation

Text
comprehension

Self-
evaluation

Figure 10. Evidences of students’ involvement as
registered by an observer in the journal.
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Participation

Participation was a constant in the four lessons.

It shows that students were active in the learning

and comprehension process, and it was also a way

to confirm if the strategies applied were working.

Students felt confident to make comments during

the classes in order to corroborate, read, give opin-

ions, ask or give meanings for words or sentences
in the text.

Text Comprehension
Although students’ performance in the evalua-
tions carried out at the end of the lessons were not
always high, text comprehension was a constant
pattern in the observations registered in the jour-
nal. Text comprehension was a theme that gave
us the basis to see the effectiveness of the strate-
gies worked in each class and along the different
processes of our study. Text comprehension was
present in the development of the lesson plans. It
was the focus of attention in all of them and an
indicator of students’ understanding or difficulties
to decode the contents of specific texts.

Checking

This topic was also a constant in the imple-

mentation of the project because it was used by

both students and the teacher as a tool to confirm,

correct or corroborate the information that stu-

dents got in a text. This was carried out not only in
an individual way, but also in group work.

Self-Evaluation

During the process students did self-evalua-

tion in a tacit way. In several cases, we could ob-

serve they corrected themselves after checking

specific tasks or activities and also when they fin-
ished the evaluation of each lesson.
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Scanning

This was a skill that most of the students used

in order to get a general idea from a text. Along

the processes of the different lessons, they learned
how to use it and how to take advantage of it.

Translation

This tool was used in order to confirm if the

meanings or ideas that students had of a text were

correct. Translation was done by looking at the

context of given words and the use of the diction-

ary as a resource to understand some vocabulary
that was not very common.

Inquiry

Students used inquiry as a way to corrobo-

rate, confirm or change their opinions or ques-

tions about a text. They not only posed questions

for the teacher, but also asked their classmates for

help. Besides, it was a tool to clarify general ideas,
meanings or uses of a specific part of a text.

Difficulties and Challenges

along the Process

The analysis of the information collected in our
study also indicated that students had difficulties
when filling in tables. This shows that the non-text
information strategy was not easy for them. Ad-
ditionally, we noticed that the use of the diction-
ary was less frequent because they identified many
words from context or preferred to translate them.
Nonetheless, students demonstrated that the word-
attack skill was successful after two lesson plans.

They did not only use the five strategies de-
fined in the literature review, but used other strate-
gies such as translation, inquiry, and checking. All
of them were tools brought into play in order to
find out the meaning of the text. At this point, the
teacher’s role was very important because through
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inquiring and checking she confirmed or clarified
information. About the students’ role, the use of
reading tools, that is to say, strategies, helped them
to play an active role and thus decode information
contained in academic texts, extract the required
data and fulfill goals with more efficiency.

As explained before, we used interviews as
complementary sources to monitor the reading les-
sons. An interview was applied in the middle of the
research process to a sample of 14 students and in
order to determine the progress of the project and
students’ opinions about the reading comprehen-
sion lessons.

The responses gathered showed how the proj-
ect offered the students elements in order to im-
prove their comprehension of academic texts. Also,
findings posed challenges for both the teachers
and the students in the following lessons and in
reading lessons in general. Let us summarize what
we found in the interviews. Also, we can see the
corresponding statistics in Figures 11 to 20.

Most of the students considered that at this
point of the process —in the middle of project de-
velopment- they could comprehend more than
half of a text. They also considered that their
reading comprehension had increased. On the
other hand, most students expressed that after
reading a text they could keep in their minds or
remember more than half of the information con-
tained in it. In contrast, the students” responses to
the question How many unknown words do you
identify by context? indicated that it was difficult
for them to identify words by context. However,
and as can be seen in Figure 15, when students did
not comprehend a text, they tried to read it. This
shows that they were willing to face the challenges
reading texts posed despite the difficulties they
might have had with a lack of vocabulary.

On the other hand, the fact that all the students
were able to identify grammatical categories in a
text indicated that the analysis of the passage struc-

ture was a source to decode it. Likewise, although
for them it was difficult to identify words from con-
text, it was easier to get the meaning of a whole idea,
instead of paying attention to word after word.

In regard to the use of the mother tongue, all the
students admitted they used translation in order to
confirm that they comprehended a text. Further-
more, most students expressed sometimes or always
evaluating their advances in reading comprehension.
Finally, it was interesting to find that most students
admitted they asked the teacher in order to check
their answers to reading tasks; in other words, to
know whether what they comprehended was right.

=
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Nothing Lessthan half More than half Everything

Figure 11. Students’ responses to the question:
How much do you comprehend of an academic
text in English?

14

12

10

Nothing Lessthan half More than half Everything

Figure 12. Students’ responses to the question:
How much has your English reading
comprehension increased?
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Figure 13. Students’ responses to the question: How Figure 16. Students’ answers to the question: Do
much information can you remember after reading you identify grammatical categories in a text in

a text in English? English?
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Nothing Lessthan half Morethan half  Everything Always Sometimes Never

Figure 14. Students’ responses to the question: How Figure 17. Students’ answers to the question: Do you
many unknown words do you identify by context? identify the meaning of ideas instead of reading
word by word?
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Always Sometimes Never Always Sometimes Never

Figure 18. Students’ answers to the question: Do
you use the translation for confirming what you
have comprehended of the text?

Figure 15. Students’ opinions when asked: Do you
refuse to read a text when you do not
comprehend it?
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Always Sometimes Never

Figure 19. Students’ answers to the question: Do you
evaluate your advances in reading
comprehension?
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Always Sometimes Never

Figure 20. Students’ answers to the question: Do
you ask your teacher in order to check what you
have comprehended?

Conclusion and Implications

Students had the opportunity to work with
reading strategies and recognized those that
helped them in their reading comprehension. For
instance, they were more conscious of the im-
portance of looking at titles, pictures and other
visuals in order to identify the information they
provided. Also, they learned how important it
was to get a general idea about the text. Similarly,
the students recognized that identifying the key

words allowed them to find information in a short
period of time.

The results achieved with the implementation
of the project showed that the five strategies cho-
sen for developing reading comprehension skills
of academic texts were useful for students. How-
ever, it is necessary to help them to discover which
ones are the best in order to obtain better results.

Some strategies were difficult for students so it
was necessary to work with them in different classes
in order to reinforce all of them. The idea is that
they get into the habit of using reading strategies.

The dictionary cannot be seen as the first tool
to comprehend. Encouraging the students’ to look
up only a few unknown words in the dictionary
enables them to find other ways to understand. Of
course, it is necessary to work with the appropriate
vocabulary techniques such as getting meanings
by context so that they can discover or experiment
with different reading strategies.

We exploited academic texts for the present
project. When a person reads, s/he expands her/
his vocabulary and improves her/his general
knowledge. Moreover, it makes comprehension
easier. The use of different types of texts not only
strengthened our students’ knowledge about the
language, the reading strategies or the topics con-
tained in them, but also contributed to having
more dynamic classes.

When the learning process is not just a process,
but one also analyzed and systematized by using
different data techniques, our pedagogical prac-
tice improves and it is possible to get a real view
of the difficulties and advances of the students.
The results showed the effectiveness of the project,
because the students got better grades when we
developed each new lesson plan, so we could con-
clude that the students improved their academic
performance.
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This project allowed the achievement of new
actions in the reading comprehension processes;
the most important action for us has been the
engagement of other English teachers in the appli-
cation of the project. This way, we have supported
the emphasis of our PEI.

Reading is a long process so it is necessary to
work with reading strategies for a longer period of
time in order to get better results and to make sure
students get familiar with them. The present project
was allocated only two months to be developed.
Thus, it was recommended that the school extend
it, to improve it and to implement it afterwards.

It is important to state that since we began with
this project (in 2005), it has been enriched year by
year, and has helped our students to get better re-
sults in the ICFES exam. This was recognized later
at the national level and our school got a prize for
being the third best results in English in the ICFES
test, in 2007. Because of this, our school was cho-
sen for taking part in the Secretary of Education of
Bogota Distrito program related to specialized high
school education, which aims at giving students in
10" and 11" grades the opportunity of intensifying

About the Author

Promoting Tenth Graders’ Reading Comprehension...

the English classes with academic purposes ~which
means taking more hours of English per week- so
that they can have better opportunities for uni-
versity admission, travelling, getting scholarships
abroad, and better performances on academic tasks.
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Appendix 1: Sample of a Lesson Plan
LESSON PLAN 1

Level: Tenth

Ages: 14 to 17

Class: 1

Goal: To apply the non-text strategy in order to identify content of a reading and to support the verbal
information given in the text.

Strategy: Non-text information.

Materials: Tape-recorder, CDs, posters (a drawing and a text), worksheet, text —The hearing loss.

Time Guide: 2 sessions.

Before Reading

Warm up: 10 minutes.
1. The students will listen to different kind of sounds e.g. water, birds, bulls, dogs, wind, drums and so on.
They will try to discover what sound they are listening to.
2. The teacher will ask the students:
- What is the sense they used to discover those sounds?
- Isit important? Why?
- 'The students will give their opinions.

Presentation: 10 minutes.
1. The teacher will display posters about the ear on the board.

2. The teacher will read the text and show the different parts of the ear in the drawing. She will explain
or clarify its meaning if necessary.

The Ear: Some Physical and Functional Aspects

Humans have two ears. Each ear has four parts.

- 'The lobule is outside the skull.

- The outer part is located next to the lobule. The outer ear contains the eardrum and a thin
membrane of skin. Sound waves enter the ear and produce vibrations in the eardrum.

The middle ear is between the outer ear and the inner ear. It contains three bones, which transmit
sounds waves to the inner ear. The inner ear is next to the middle ear. It contains the cochlea.
Inside the cochlea is the corti, the “organ of hearing”
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While Reading

Warm up: 65 minutes

Practice:

A.The ear

1. The students will work in pairs. The teacher will give a worksheet for each student. The students will
be asked to label the diagram and to complete the summary.

2. The teacher will monitor the activity and help if necessary.

3. The teacher will draw the chart on the board.

4. One student from each group will go to the board and complete the diagram on the poster or will fill
in the chart. If it is not correct another student can help him/her.

Worksheet

Diagram: Label the diagram

Summary: Complete the table

System Main parts Location Other parts
Outside the skull

Ear
Three bones

Inner ear
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B. Music to your ears?
1. The students will receive a copy of the text to work with. They will read the text with their partners’
help and get a general idea.

MUSIC TO YOUR EARS

In 1987, The Los Angeles Times told of Pete Townshend’s battle with tinnitus and his hearing loss. Townshend (of the
rock group, The Who) said that the saddest circumstance of his hearing loss was not being able to hear his children
speak to him. The high frequencies, where children’s voices are pitched, are usually the first to be affected by noise-

induced hearing loss (NIHL), a problem largely ignored in the music industry since the advent of amplified music.

Some effects of noise may be physiological e.g. hearing loss, headaches,
\S& reduced vision, high blood pressure, higher cholesterol levels, stomach and
intestinal ulcers, sexual impotence and hearing disease; others may be psy-

a %“ . chological, such as anxiety, nervousness and tension.

Noise-induced hearing loss may occur through occupational noise
exposure or through exposure to modern urban noise. It is a gradual pro-

cess progressing over a period of years, without any external signs at the outset.

It causes cumulative and finally irreversible damage in the middle and inner ear. It is often characterised by difficulty
in understanding speech and tinnitus, that is to say, ringing in the ear. After exposing the ear to sounds above 110 dB
or so for a few minutes, a hearing test will show a temporary hearing loss, and after a certain amount of exposure, this

will become permanent.

Adapted from Haller & Montgomery (2004).

2. The teacher will ask students specific information.
When was the article published?
Where was the article published?
What was the rock group’s name?
- What does 110 dB cause?
3. The students will read the text again in order to understand it better.

4. The teacher will ask students general information and the students participate randomly.
- Who/What did the article talk about?
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- What physiological effects can noise produce?

- Where is irreversible damage produced?

What psychological effects can noise produce?

5. The students will read the prevention for hearing loss and will solve the activity on their worksheets.

6. When the students finish, the teacher will select some of them in order to read aloud the answers and

correct them.
After Reading

Evaluation: 20 minutes
Name:

1. Write true (T) or false (¥).

a. The article about Townshend helped to raise public awareness of NIHL.
b. Hearing loss is only one of the effects of noise on health.

¢. NIHL can be acquired or it can be congenital.

d. A person may not realize for a long time that s/he is suffering from NIHL.
e. Only people working in noisy environments suffer from hearing loss.

Date:

f. The degree of damage in the ear can only be determined through hearing

tests or audiograms.

2. Complete the chart according to the information in the text.

Effects of noise

Physiological

Physchological

3. Complete the table.

Ear

Main part Damage

Cause

Middle ear

Hearing loss

Advanced age or infections
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Appendix 2: Journal Sample. Records Gathered
when Lesson Plan 1 Was Developed

JOURNAL DATA ANALYSIS

Journal # 1 Date: September 9th 2005

Activity: Reading speed strategy.
Non-text information strategy.

o

Observation Line Comments
Students arrive at class after a long break, so they are very noisy, 1 :
despite of this, they organize the classroom very fast. The teacher 2
asks students to work by pairs. 3
The class begins by listening different sounds (animals, things, 4
instruments.) They have to guess which instrument is playing. One 5
student says “it is a violin’, other says “it is a violoncello”, the 6
teacher says “o.k” For the next sound she asks “is it a guitar?”, 7
students participate by rising their hands. 8
After this the teacher asks them what did they need to identify the 9
sounds, Diego answers “the hear?” The teacher explains the 10
difference between hear and ear. Yined asks again “What do you know 1
about ears?” A student says “tienen cera’, other student asks to his 12
partner —;cémo se dice huesos? —bones. 13
Then Yined puts one poster on the board. It is a text about the ear and 14
its parts. 15
Diego L. begins to read but he is translating. One student reads in oral 16 Scanning
way. Most of them are taking notes. Diego does the translation for his 17 Translation
friends. Yined asks them for specific information: 18
T: “What do the waves produce?” 19
S1: “Waves produce vibrations” 20 Inference
T: “How many parts does the ear have?” 21
S2: “Four parts”. 22 Scanning
T: “How many bones are there in the ear?” 23
S3: “Three bones”. 24 Scanning
Yined reads the text, students are very concentrated on the poster. 25 Text following
Other student asks: 26 Inquiring .
“What is skull?” his partner says “craneo”. 27 Translation
Then the teacher puts a poster with a drawing of the ear and she 28
begins to explain how the sounds are produced in it. While she is 29
speaking students say “yes” with their heads. Rafael and his partner 30 Text comprehension."'«..
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pd

say “ahh, claro!”. 31 Text comprehéh,gion
One girl says: “ya entendi” 32 K
The explanation finishes. 33 Text comprehensi&p
T: “Is this clear?” 34 Inquiring ;
Ss: “Yes!” 35

Diego Condia: “What are the parts of the ear?” 36

T: “Lobule, inner ear, outer ear”. 37

Now she passes the worksheet to each pair. Students have to label in 38

a picture very similar to the poster, the parts of the ear according to 39

what they have read. 40

They read the text on the poster and compare their drawings 41 Contrast

with the picture on the board .They share ideas about what they 42 Text comprehension
understood from the reading and the explanation. They discuss 43 Vocabulary disc.
about the words that they should write on the labels. One pair 44 Dictionary use
look up words in the dictionary. 45

Cristian and Diego S don't know what to do. They ask for help to 46

the teacher. 47 Scanning

Leonardo stands up and shows a word from the reading, his 48

partner says “si, esa” 49

Now Yined asks them to label the parts of the ear on the picture 50 Participation

that is on the board. Many students want to participate. 51 Comprehension ;
Julian writes middle ear. 52 Checking

Diego S writes outer. 53 Checking

Angélica writes inner ear. Some students say “oh, yeah” 54

Rafael writes coclea. His partners say “con h”. So he writes 55 Correction

cochlea. 56 Participation
Andrea writes skull. 57

They finish to write the parts. 58 Corroboration
Rafael: “lo teniamos todo bien” 59

For the second part they have to complete a chart with specific 60

information that they have to take from the text. 61 Inquiring

Daniel asks for an explanation. Then they check the chart. Some 62 Self-correction
pairs have mistakes and they correct them. 63

T: What did you learn today? 64

Rafael: I learned the parts of the ear. 65 Self-evaluation
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P

Diego Condia: I learned where those parts are located. 66 Self-evaluation;
T: Which are the parts of the ear? 67 .'
Ss: Lobule, outer, inner, middle. 68 Checking

T: How many bones? 69

Ss: Three! 70 Checking

T: Why is this topic related with music? 71

Cindy: we need ear to listen to music. 72

T: What happened to Beethoven? 73

Rafael: he felt the vibrations. 74

Yined asks to the students to take notes about the topic. 75

They organize the classroom, and give the worksheet to the 76

teacher. The class finishes. 77

They say goodbye and go out. 78
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