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Beginning to Read Forever: a position paper

Brian Tomlinson
National University of Singapore

This position paper argues that extensive reading is the most profitable way of continuing to acquire
an L2 outside and after a language course. It also suggests that many L2 learners miss the opportunity
because for them reading is a negative experience which provides little enjoyment or success. They
establish a habit of slow, studial, textbound reading at beginners’ level and this habit persists through
the levels of increased proficiency. In their L1 many of them typically read experientially unless a
problem or task requires a more studial approach. But in the L2 they typically concentrate on the
decoding of words in an attempt to achieve total comprehension.

The paper offers a description of the proficient reading process and the typical L2 learner reading
process and suggests a reading programme which aims to help L2 learners to become successful
readers by encouraging them to follow from the beginning a reading process as close as possible to
the one they use in their L1 as a result of establishing experiential reading as their L2 norm and
sufficient understanding as their reading goal.

INTRODUCTION

Most L2 learners spend very little time actually learning the language and many of
them do so only in class time. Many have little contact with the L2 outside the
classroom and after their course. However, all of them could achieve sustained
contact with the language if they had access to books, magazines and newspapers
in the language and the ability and inclination to read them. Their ability to read in
the L2 could increase with the amount of reading willingly undertaken and the
quality and quantity of this reading experience could have a significant effect on
their continuing language acquisition. Many researchers and teachers have attested
to this power of extensive reading. For example, Krashen found that “the amount
of free reading consistently correlates with performance on reading comprehension
tests” (1988: 29). He claims that such reading is a source of comprehensible input
which can stimulate language acquisition (1991: 409) and he has argued for the
potential power of free reading by describing his and other people’s research
(Krashen, 1993). Some researchers (e.g. Horst et al, 1998) have demonstrated that
learners gain very little vocabulary from each extensive reader but Prowse (1999)
has questioned their methodology and Tomlinson (1998d) has put forward the theory
that lexical readiness facilitates extensive reading. Other researchers who have put
forward powerful arguments for extensive reading programmes include Elley (1984;
1991), Hafiz & Tudor (1989), Robb & Susser (1989), Davis (1995), Masuhara et al
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(1996) and Day and Bamford (1998: see p. 34 for a summary of the results of
different research projects into the effectiveness of extensive reading programmes).

The obvious question is, if free reading can be so valuable to the L2 learner, why
do so few learners read extensively outside the classroom and after their course? It
seems that the main reason for many of them is that reading is an unsuccessful and
unpleasant experience. They have little confidence in their L2 reading ability and
see no reason why they should willingly subject themselves to a potentially negative
experience. This was the case with the five Korean women in a study by Kim and
Krashen (1997). They were all “dedicated readers in their primary language” but
had not considered reading as a means of developing their second language ability”
(Kim and Krashen 1997:26 ). They are typical of the many L2 learners who have
been made to read linguistically: i.e. to process a text uni-dimensionally through
the verbal code rather than to represent it multi-dimensionally through verbal,
sensory and affective codes (Masuhara, 1998). They read in one way in their L1
and succeed; but they read in a different way in the L2 and fail. As Auerbach and
Paxton (1997: 238-39) say, “many ... ESL learners ... feel they have to know all the
words in a text in order to understand it” and are “unable to transfer positive L1
reading strategies or positive feelings about reading™.

A SUGGESTED MODEL OF PROFICIENT READING

ExperIENTIAL READING

In the L1 much of our reading is experiential. That is, we read more or less
continuously without paying much conscious attention to the content or expression
of the text nor to the application of the reading strategies in our repertoire. We read
holistically in order to gain a global understanding of the text rather than analytically
in order to gain understanding of each discrete portion of the text. Sometimes though,
we need to read studially, that is with conscious effort and attention. We do this, for
example, when reading an instruction leaflet for operating a machine or when
studying for examinations. Efficient readers are able to operate at any point on a
cline from totally experiential (e.g. reading a letter from a close friend) to totally
studial (e.g. studying a legal document). Such readers follow the fundamental
principle of economy by only investing the effort and attention required to get
what they want from a particular téxt; and therefore they vary their manner of
reading appropriately.

THE FuNDAMENTS OF EXPERIENTIAL READING

When we read experientially we automatically activate fundaments. These are mental

operations which are fundamental to the experiential reading process and which
consist of goals and of instruments which are used to achieve them.
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THE GoALS OF EXPERIENTIAL READING

1 Comprehension

This involves the understanding of the propositional force of a text both locally
and globally, that is the understanding of the literal or public meaning of the words,
sentences and paragraphs in the text.

2 Connection

A text can only be really understood if the reader connects each part of the text to
the other parts and all the parts to the whole (Grellet, 1981:15-16, 42-53; Pearson
and Campbell, 1994), connects the text to prior experience of other texts (Beach,
Appleman and Dorsey, 1994) and connects the text to their prior experience of life.
The writer is influential in suggesting connections but it is the reader who is
responsible for achieving them.

3 Evaluation

This involves the sub-conscious determination of attitudes towards the content and
expression of the text being read. The attitudes relate to the perceived value, impact,
relevance and effectiveness of the text.

4 Response

This determines the readers’ mental reaction to what they are reading. Responses
varying along a cline from efferent to aesthetic, that is from responding only to the
public meaning of the words in order to gain useful information to engaging with
the text so personally and deeply as to “live through” the event of reading the text
(Rosenblatt, 1994),

The goals are not discrete operations nor are they only final products of the
experiential reading process. They all operate from the very beginning of the reading
of a text and they overlap and interact with each other in order to create mental
representations of the text. An important point is that they are not metacognitive
skills but sub-conscious processes which operate automatically in proficient
experiential reading.

ToE INSTRUMENTS OF EXPERIENTIAL READING

The following instruments are sub-conscious processes which are used automatically
to achieve the goals. They are all used in varying degrees during the experiential
reading of a text and they all contribute to the achievement of each of the goals.
They operate simultaneously and in parallel and they also interact with each other.

Decoping

This involves recognizing and attributing meaning to linguistic items such as
morphemes, words, phrases and clauses. In L1 proficient experiential reading this
IS an automatic process which does not demand much processing energy.
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VISUALISING

In a number of experiments 95% of proficient readers have reported visual imaging
whilst reading (see for example, Stevick, 1986 and Tomlinson, 1996, 1997, 1998b).
It seems that not all visualisers achieve the same vividness and effect and that they
can be placed on a cline from very low imagers to very high (Ernest, 1977; Denis,
1982). But it does seem that visualisation plays a prominent role in helping readers
to achieve a mental representation of a text (Sadoski and Paivio, 1994), that it helps
readers to fill in the gaps left by the writer (Iser 1978: 141, 185) and that it has a
positive effect on comprehension and recall (Anderson & Kulhavy, 1972; Kulhavy
& Swenson, 1975; Knight, Padron & Waxman, 1983).

UsinG THE INNER VOICE

Many neuroscientists claim that the mental repetition of text is normal and essential
in L1 reading. For example, Geschwind (1979: 109) says that, “It seems that the
comprehension of written words requires the auditory form of the word be evoked
in Wernicke’s area.” Many psycholinguists also assert its importance in the reading
process. For example, Gathercole and Baddely (1993) refer to the process as the
“phonological loop” and consider it to be particularly important in the
comprehension of long and syntactically complex sentences. And Sokolov (1972:
especially 78-88) claims it is vital for successful silent reading.

It seems also that most proficient readers use their inner voice to talk to themselves
about what they are reading (Tomlinson, in press a, in press b). For example, they
try to work out what is going on in the text (e.g. “Why’s she doing that?), they
express feelings towards characters (e.g. “Poor guy.”) and they question and
challenge the author (e.g. For example?”).

INFERENCING

Filling in the blanks left in the text by the author is an important part of the proficient
reading process (e.g. Grellet, 1981; Nuttall, 1996). Writers do not typically make
everything in their text explicit, both in the interests of economy and to ensure
active involvement by the reader; and they rely on readers filling in the gaps from
their own experience.

HYPOTHESISING

Usually when we read we make guesses about what is going to come later in the
text. This process of prediction is usually referred to as hypothesising and is
considered to be an important feature of the reading process (e.g. Grellet 1981: 17-
18; 56-67; Alderson, 1984; Nuttall, 1996: 12-16, 118-21)

PERSISTING
Most of the time proficient readers keep going when reading a text. They do not
worry too much if something is not completely clear, they are willing to accept
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vagueness (Labov, 1973: 352-3), they “typically ignore rather than guess unknown
lexis” (Williams and Moran, 1989), they skip sections which are tedious or too
demanding and they are confident enough in their own abilities to assume that they
will eventually get what they want out of the text. One exception is when they want
to sort out a problem and decide to go back and re-read something carefully. Another
is when they decide that the text is not worth reading and they abandon it altogether.

In many books on the teaching of reading (e.g. Aebersold and Field, 1997; Nuttall,
1996) some of the above intruments are listed as strategies to be taught to the
learners for conscious use when reading. My position is that, in order to become
successful experiential readers, learners need to be able to use all the above
instruments sub-consciously.

StupiAL READING

Proficient readers read in a studial way when they know that the text or the purpose
for reading it require the paying of conscious attention. They also do so when they
encounter or anticipate a “problem™ which cannot be solved by reading in an
experiential manner.

When we read studially we operate all the fundaments of experiential reading
normally but we might put extra and deliberate energy into those which are of
direct relevance to the potential solving of the “problem”. In addition we put into
conscious operation auxiliary strategies which are designed to focus processing
energy on aspects of reading of direct relevance to the “problem”. Studial reading
is obviously more demanding than experiential reading and if overused it can lead
to cognitive overload and reading inefficiency. Proficient readers only read in a
studial manner when they really need to.

STRATEGIES IN STUDIAL READING

These are strategies used in studial reading. Such reading strategies include
skimming, scanning, sampling, skipping, deduction of meaning, recognising main
points, using dictionary skills and transcoding information into diagrammatic
display. Such strategies are an important part of a proficient reader’s repertoire but
they are only used when necessary. Overuse of strategies can significantly reduce
reading efficiency and effectiveness.

Tactics IN STubisL READING

There are many different ways in which each strategy can be put into operation.
For example, skimming can be achieved by reading only titles, sub-titles and
captions, by focusing only on nouns and verbs, by reading only the beginnings and
ends of paragraphs, by reading only the first part of each sentence or by placing a
diagonal mask over the text and reading only what is revealed. I am using the term
tactics to refer to the different ways of actually realising a strategy.






