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Questions

• What happens when we read?
• Why is reading in another language 

difficult?
• How can we help ESL/EFL students 

develop effective reading skills?

Ø 7 TIPS



How do we read?
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Reading is…

• Bottom-up:
we build up knowledge from words, clauses, 
sentences, paragraphs: chunks of information

But that’s not all…



Ushi ran away from home recently. 
She was found in another town 60 km away.
She ran away because of a family dispute.
She had an argument with her daughter, Kikue. 
Ushi also recently started wearing perfume. 
She jokes that it’s because she has a new 
boyfriend. 
Predictable behavior for a young woman, 
perhaps… 
But Ushi is 103.



Ushi Okushima





Reading is…

• Bottom-up

• Top-down: we use own knowledge to 
make assumptions, guesses, predictions



Reading today is non-linearReading today is non-linear







Reading for information is often:

• non-linear

• multimodal



“Texts” do not just have text

We ‘read’ images too





Reading is…

• Bottom-up

• Top-down

Ø An interactive, often multimodal, 
process for ‘reconstructing meaning’



What are the main challenges of 
teaching reading to English 

language learners?



What makes reading difficult for 
your students? 



How can we help our students?

7 ways!



1. Provide texts that students 
will want to read

• Authentic
• Relevant 

• Interesting 
• Varied





Our research findings

1) Use a real-life theme that is relevant

2)  Incorporate a personal angle or story

3)  Add some mystery – or a question

Ø A familiar topic where students learn 
something new, or gain a new perspective











2. Provide texts that students 
are able to read

• Graded
• Non-specialist

• Appropriate length



Which is more difficult?Greedy: 4.4 Grapes: 4.6



Provide texts that students are 
able to read

Grade: • Sentence length
• Passage length
• Grammar
• Vocabulary
• Topic complexity 
(avoid specific cultural 
references or technical terms) 
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Provide texts that students are 
able to read

Grade: • Sentence length
• Passage length
• Grammar
• Vocabulary
• Topic complexity 
(avoid specific cultural 
references or technical terms) 



3. Teach pre-reading strategies

• Use visual clues

• And text clues – title, headings, etc

• Encourage students to skim before 
reading in detail



See, think, wonder

I see…    What’s happening in the picture?
Describe…

I think…  It’s / She’s… because….
What happened before…?

I wonder…  What would you like to know?
Introduce a reason to read                        
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I see…
There is…
Is that…?
He/She is +__ing…

I think…
They might…
It could…
Perhaps…

I wonder why/if…
I’d like to know…
I can’t imagine why…
I want to know…
I’m curious about…
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Pre-reading strategies

• Use visual clues

• And text clues – title, headings, etc

• Encourage students to skim before 
reading in detail



4. Develop a range of 
comprehension strategies

• Practice intensive reading 
• Have students develop key 

comprehension strategies



It took me an hour and a half to get into work today. It 

started chucking it down soon after I left home. I tried 
taking a short cut but it didn’t make any difference. All 
the roads are the same when it’s wet. When I got to 
work the Principal was furious. They had to do the staff 
meeting without me. If it’s the same tomorrow, I’ll take 
my wife’s advice and just take the train. I can’t afford to 
miss tomorrow’s as well. Baxter will kill me.
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Identifying gist and purpose:

• What’s the text basically about?
• What would be a good title for it?
• What’s the writer’s purpose for writing it?
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Identifying the main idea:

• How would you describe what happens 
in the passage, in a sentence?
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Identifying key details:

• When did it happen?
• Who is the driver?
• Where did he go?
• What happened to him?
• How did he travel?
• How long did it take?
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Identifying key details:

• When did it happen?
• Who is the driver?
• Where did he go?
• What happened to him?
• How did he travel?
• How long did it take?
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Identifying sequence:

a) It started raining
b) He arrived at work
c) The meeting started
d) Boss got angry
e) He left home



a) It started raining
b) He arrived at work
c) The meeting started
d) Boss got angry
e) He left home



It took me an hour and a half to get into work today. It 

started chucking it down soon after I left home. I tried 
taking a short cut but it didn’t make any difference. All 
the roads are the same when it’s wet. When I got to 
work the Principal was furious. They had to do the staff 
meeting without me. If it’s the same tomorrow, I’ll take 
my wife’s advice and just take the train. I can’t afford to 
miss tomorrow’s as well. Baxter will kill me.
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Identifying cause and effect:

• Why did the boss get angry?
• Why did the writer miss the meeting?
• Why was the traffic bad?
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Identifying collocations, e.g. take:

• take a short cut
• take an hour and a half
• take a train
• take (someone’s) advice



It took me an hour and a half to get into work today. It 

started chucking it down soon after I left home. I tried 
taking a short cut but it didn’t make any difference. All 
the roads are the same when it’s wet. When I got to 
work the Principal was furious. They had to do the staff 
meeting without me. If it’s the same tomorrow, I’ll take 
my wife’s advice and just take the train. I can’t afford to 
miss tomorrow’s as well. Baxter will kill me.
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Guessing meaning of new words/phrases

• chucking it down
• can’t afford to
• will kill me

i.e. using context to guess meaning of 
idiomatic (figurative) expressions



It took me an hour and a half to get into work today. It 

started chucking it down soon after I left home. I tried 
taking a short cut but it didn’t make any difference. All 
the roads are the same when it’s wet. When I got to 
work the Principal was furious. They had to do the staff 
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the roads are the same when it’s wet. When I got to 
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Identifying references and ellipsis

it didn’t make any difference…

I can’t afford to miss tomorrow’s ___



It took me an hour and a half to get into work today. It 

started chucking it down soon after I left home. I tried 
taking a short cut but it didn’t make any difference. All 
the roads are the same when it’s wet. When I got to 
work the Principal was furious. They had to do the staff 
meeting without me. If it’s the same tomorrow, I’ll take 
my wife’s advice and just take the train. I can’t afford to 
miss tomorrow’s as well. Baxter will kill me.



It took me an hour and a half to get into work today. It 

started chucking it down soon after I left home. I tried 
taking a short cut but it didn’t make any difference. All 
the roads are the same when it’s wet. When I got to 
work the Principal was furious. They had to do the staff 
meeting without me. If it’s the same tomorrow, I’ll take 
my wife’s advice and just take the train. I can’t afford to 
miss tomorrow’s as well. Baxter will kill me.
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Grammar: joining clauses with when:
• When it’s wet, the roads are…
• When he got to work, his boss…

Using If for conditionals: 
• If it rains again, what will he do?
• If he misses the next meeting, what 

will happen?



5. Use texts to develop higher 
order thinking skills

• Develop critical thinking skills
• Encourage students to react to a text 
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Adapted by Hughes, J. from Krathwohl, D., A Revision of Bloom’s Taxonomy: An Overview
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Inferring character traits and situation:

Who is Baxter? 

What kind of person is he, or she?

How about the writer?

What kind of relationship do they have?
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Making judgments and evaluations

• Who is ‘right’ in this situation?

• Who (if anyone) do you have sympathy 
for?
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Giving a reaction or prediction

• Have you had an experience like this? 
What happened?

• What do you think happens the next 
day?
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gist, main ideas, key details; 
sequence; cause-effect; 
vocabulary and collocations

analyzing and applying 
language patterns; making 
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6. Teach strategies for dealing 
with new vocabulary





‘Here is the repulsant

snozzcumber!’ cried the BFG, 

waving it about. ‘I squoggle it! I 

mispise it! I dispunge it! But 

because I is refusing to gobble 

up human beans like the other 

giants, I must spend my life 

guzzling up icky-poo 

snozzcumbers instead.’ 
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a.delicious
b.disgusting
c. unhealthy
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‘Here is the repulsant

snozzcumber!’ cried the BFG, 

waving it about. ‘I squoggle it! I 

mispise it! I dispunge it! But 

because I is refusing to gobble 

up human beans like the other 

giants, I must spend my life 

guzzling up icky-poo 
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Dealing with unfamiliar vocabulary

How did we guess?

1. By guessing meaning from context

2. By our knowledge of word parts
e.g. mispise
- prefix mis- gives a negative meaning
- “spise” as in despise



Dealing with unfamiliar vocabulary

- Checking everything in a dictionary affects 
fluency

- Research suggests you only need to know 
90-95% of words to get a full understanding







Dealing with unfamiliar vocabulary

- Even using a dictionary, you often still 
need to use context to work out the correct 
meaning.



shoot v. (shoots, shooting, shot)
1 to kill or injure by firing a gun
2 to take a series of photographs



Context can help understand word meaning—
but not always!

So sometimes it’s useful for students to use 
their knowledge of word roots & affixes



unpredictable



un-pre-dict-able

not before say can









7. Help learners summarize 
what they’ve learned

• use graphic organizers to aid 
comprehension and recall



Graphic Organizers









Build higher-order critical 
thinking skills 

Teach pre-
reading skills

Adapt texts to the 
right level

For effective reading lessons…

Choose real-life, 
motivating texts

Build a range of 
comprehension 

strategies
Use graphic 
organizers

Build vocab 
strategies



THANK YOU!

sean.bermingham@cengage.com
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Learn more go to
ELTNGL.com/ReadingExplorer3e
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