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1.0

OBJECTIVE

After going through this unit, you’ll be able to:
 Understand the process of listening and how does it help in improving your
vocabulary.
 Analyze the stages of Listening.
 Understand the basic difference between Active and Passive Listening.
1.1

INTRODUCTION

Listening is a skill of critical significance in all aspects of our lives, from maintaining
our personal relationships, to getting our jobs done, to taking notes in class, to figuring
out which bus to take to the airport. Regardless of how we’re engaged with listening,
it’s important to understand that listening involves more than just hearing the words
that are directed at us. Listening is an active process by which we make sense of,
assess, and respond to what we hear.
The listening process involves five stages: receiving, understanding, evaluating,
remembering, and responding. These stages will be discussed in more detail in later
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sections. Basically, an effective listener must hear and identify the speech sounds
directed toward them, understand the message of those sounds, critically evaluate or
assess that message, remember what’s been said, and respond (either verbally or
nonverbally) to information they’ve received.
Effectively engaging with all five stages of the listening process lets us best gather the
information we need from the world around us.
1.2

ACTIVE LISTENING

Active listening is a particular communication technique that requires the listener to
provide feedback on what he or she hears to the speaker, by way of restating or
paraphrasing what they have heard in their own words. The goal of this repetition is to
confirm what the listener has heard and to confirm the understanding of both parties.
The ability to actively listen demonstrates sincerity, and that nothing is being assumed
or taken for granted. Active listening is most often used to improve personal
relationships, reduce misunderstanding and conflicts, strengthen cooperation, and
foster understanding.
When engaging with a particular speaker, a listener can use several degrees of active
listening, each resulting in a different quality of communication with the speaker. This
active listening chart shows three main degrees of listening: repeating, paraphrasing,
and reflecting.
Active listening can also involve paying attention to the speaker’s behavior and body
language. Having the ability to interpret a person’s body language lets the listener
develop a more accurate understanding of the speaker’s message.
1.3

THE RECEIVING STAGE

The first stage of the listening process is the receiving stage, which involves hearing
and attending.
Hearing is the physiological process of registering sound waves as they hit the
eardrum. As obvious as it may seem, in order to effectively gather information
through listening, we must first be able to physically hear what we’re listening to. The
clearer the sound, the easier the listening process becomes.
Paired with hearing, attending is the other half of the receiving stage in the listening
process. Attending is the process of accurately identifying and interpreting particular
sounds we hear as words. The sounds we hear have no meaning until we give them
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their meaning in context. Listening is an active process that constructs meaning from
both verbal and nonverbal messages.
1.3.1 The Challenges of Reception
Listeners are often bombarded with a variety of auditory stimuli all at once, so they
must differentiate which of those stimuli are speech sounds and which are not.
Effective listening involves being able to focus in on speech sounds while
disregarding other noise. For instance, a train passenger that hears the captain’s voice
over the loudspeaker understands that the captain is speaking, then deciphers what the
captain is saying despite other voices in the cabin. Another example is trying to listen
to a friend tell a story while walking down a busy street. In order to best listen to what
she’s saying, the listener needs to ignore the ambient street sounds.
Attending also involves being able to discern human speech, also known as “speech
segmentation. “1 Identifying auditory stimuli as speech but not being able to break
those speech sounds down into sentences and words would be a failure of the listening
process. Discerning speech segmentation can be a more difficult activity when the
listener is faced with an unfamiliar language.
1.3.2 The Understanding Stage
The second stage in the listening process is the understanding stage. Understanding or
comprehension is “shared meaning between parties in a communication transaction”
and constitutes the first step in the listening process. This is the stage during which the
listener determines the context and meanings of the words he or she hears.
Determining the context and meaning of individual words, as well as assigning
meaning in language, is essential to understanding sentences. This, in turn, is essential
to understanding a speaker’s message.
Once the listeners understands the speaker’s main point, they can begin to sort out the
rest of the information they are hearing and decide where it belongs in their mental
outline. For example, a political candidate listens to her opponent’s arguments to
understand what policy decisions that opponent supports.
Before getting the big picture of a message, it can be difficult to focus on what the
speaker is saying. Think about walking into a lecture class halfway through. You may
immediately understand the words and sentences that you are hearing, but not
immediately understand what the lecturer is proving or whether what you’re hearing at
the moment is the main point, side note, or digression.
Understanding what we hear is a huge part of our everyday lives, particularly in terms
of gathering basic information. In the office, people listen to their superiors for
instructions about what they are to do. At school, students listen to teachers to learn
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new ideas. We listen to political candidates give policy speeches in order to determine
who will get our vote. But without understanding what we hear, none of this everyday
listening would relay any practical information to us.
One tactic for better understanding a speaker’s meaning is to ask questions. Asking
questions allows the listener to fill in any holes he or she may have in the mental
reconstruction of the speaker’s message.
1.3.3 The Evaluating Stage
This stage of the listening process is the one during which the listener assesses the
information they received, both qualitatively and quantitatively. Evaluating allows the
listener to form an opinion of what they heard and, if necessary, to begin developing a
response.
During the evaluating stage, the listener determines whether or not the information
they heard and understood from the speaker is well constructed or disorganized,
biased or unbiased, true or false, significant or insignificant. They also ascertain how
and why the speaker has come up with and conveyed the message that they delivered.
This may involve considerations of a speaker’s personal or professional motivations
and goals. For example, a listener may determine that a co-worker’s vehement
condemnation of another for jamming the copier is factually correct, but may also
understand that the co-worker’s child is sick and that may be putting them on edge. A
voter who listens to and understands the points made in a political candidate’s stump
speech can decide whether or not those points were convincing enough to earn their
vote.
The evaluating stage occurs most effectively once the listener fully understands what
the speaker is trying to say. While we can, and sometimes do, form opinions of
information and ideas that we don’t fully understand—or even that we
misunderstand—doing so is not often ideal in the long run. Having a clear
understanding of a speaker’s message allows a listener to evaluate that message
without getting bogged down in ambiguities or spending unnecessary time and energy
addressing points that may be tangential or otherwise nonessential.
This stage of critical analysis is important for a listener in terms of how what they
heard will affect their own ideas, decisions, actions, and/or beliefs.
1.3.4 The Responding Stage
The responding stage is the stage of the listening process wherein the listener provides
verbal and/or nonverbal reactions based on short- or long-term memory. Following the
remembering stage, a listener can respond to what they hear either verbally or nonverbally. Nonverbal signals can include gestures such as nodding, making eye contact,
tapping a pen, fidgeting, scratching or cocking their head, smiling, rolling their eyes,
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grimacing, or any other body language. These kinds of responses can be displayed
purposefully or involuntarily. Responding verbally might involve asking a question,
requesting additional information, redirecting or changing the focus of a conversation,
cutting off a speaker, or repeating what a speaker has said back to her in order to
verify that the received message matches the intended message.
Nonverbal responses like nodding or eye contact allow the listener to communicate
their level of interest without interrupting the speaker, thereby preserving the
speaker/listener roles. When a listener responds verbally to what they hear and
remember—for example, with a question or a comment—the speaker/listener roles are
reversed, at least momentarily.
Responding adds action to the listening process, which would otherwise be an
outwardly passive process. Oftentimes, the speaker looks for verbal and nonverbal
responses from the listener to determine if and how their message is being understood
and/or considered. Based on the listener’s responses, the speaker can choose to either
adjust or continue with the delivery of her message. For example, if a listener’s brow
is furrowed and their arms are crossed, the speaker may determine that she needs to
lighten their tone to better communicate their point. If a listener is smiling and
nodding or asking questions, the speaker may feel that the listener is engaged and her
message is being communicated effectively.
1.3.5 The Remembering Stage
In the listening process, the remembering stage occurs as the listener categorizes and
retains the information she’s gathered from the speaker for future access. The result–
memory–allows the person to record information about people, objects, and events for
later recall. This happens both during and after the speaker’s delivery.
Memory is essential throughout the listening process. We depend on our memory to
fill in the blanks when we’re listening and to let us place what we’re hearing at the
moment in the context of what we’ve heard before. If, for example, you forgot
everything that you heard immediately after you heard it, you would not be able to
follow along with what a speaker says, and conversations would be impossible.
Moreover, a friend who expresses fear about a dog she sees on the sidewalk ahead can
help you recall that the friend began the conversation with her childhood memory of
being attacked by a dog.
Remembering previous information is critical to moving forward. Similarly, making
associations to past remembered information can help a listener understand what she
is currently hearing in a wider context. In listening to a lecture about the symptoms of
depression, for example, a listener might make a connection to the description of a
character in a novel that she read years before.
5

Using information immediately after receiving it enhances information retention and
lessens the forgetting curve or the rate at which we no longer retain information in our
memory. Conversely, retention is lessened when we engage in mindless listening, and
little effort is made to understand a speaker’s message.
Because everyone has different memories, the speaker and the listener may attach
different meanings to the same statement. In this sense, establishing common ground
in terms of context is extremely important, both for listeners and speakers.
1.4

EFFECTIVE LISTENING STRATEGIES

Too many students try to get the grade just by going to class, maybe a little note
taking, and then cramming through the text right before an exam they feel unprepared
for. Sound familiar? This approach may have worked for you in high school where
tests and quizzes were more frequent and teachers prepared study guides for you, but
colleges require you to take responsibility for your learning and to be better prepared.
Most students simply have not learned how to study and don’t understand how
learning works. Learning is actually a cycle of four steps:
 Preparing
 Absorbing
 Capturing
 Reviewing
When you get in the habit of paying attention to this cycle, it becomes relatively easy
to study well. But you must use all four steps.
This chapter focuses on listening, a key skill for learning new material. The next
chapter focuses on note-taking, the most important skill in the capturing phase of the
cycle. These skills are closely related. Good listening skills make you a better note
taker, and taking good notes can help you listen better. Both are key study skills to
help you do better in your classes.
1.5

THE LEARNING CYCLE

Are you a good listener? Most of us like to think we are, but when we really think
about it, we recognize that we are often only half listening. We’re distracted, thinking
about other things, or formulating what we are going to say in reaction to what we are
hearing before the speaker has even finished. Effective listening is one of the most
important learning tools you can have in college. And it is a skill that will benefit you
on the job and help your relationships with others. Listening is nothing more than
purposefully focusing on what a speaker is saying with the objective of understanding.
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This definition is straightforward, but there are some important concepts that deserve a
closer look. “Purposefully focusing” implies that you are actively processing what the
speaker is saying, not just letting the sounds of their voice register in your senses.
“With the objective of understanding” means that you will learn enough about what
the speaker is saying to be able to form your own thoughts about the speaker’s
message. Listening is an active process, as opposed to hearing, which is passive.
You listen to others in many situations: to interact with friends, to get instructions for
a task, or to learn new material. There are two general types of listening situations:
where you will be able to interact freely with the speaker (everyday conversations,
small discussion classes, business meetings) and where interaction is limited (lectures
and Webcasts).
In interactive situations, you should apply the basic principles of active listening.
These are not hard to understand, but they are hard to implement and require practice
to use them effectively.
1.6

PRINCIPLES OF ACTIVE LISTENING

1. Focus on what is being said. Give the speaker your undivided attention. Clear
your mind of anything else.
2. Don’t prejudge or assume you already know the material. You want to
understand what the person is saying; you don’t need to agree with it.
3. Repeat what you just heard. Confirm with the speaker that what you heard is
what he or she said.
4. Ask the speaker to expand or clarify. If you are unsure you understand, ask
questions; don’t assume.
5. Listen for verbal cues and watch for nonverbal cues. Verbal cues are things your
instructor says that communicates the important. Examples are, “this is an
important point” or “I want to make sure everyone understands this
concept.” Your instructor is telling you what is most important. Nonverbal cues
come from facial expressions, body positioning, arm gestures, and tone of voice.
Examples include when the instructor repeats herself, gets louder, or starts using
more hand gestures.
6. Listen for requests. A speaker will often hide a request as a statement of a
problem. If a friend says, “I hate math!” this may mean, “Can you help me figure
out a solution to this problem?”
Listening in a classroom or lecture hall to learn can be challenging because you are
limited by how, and how much, you can interact with an instructor during the class.
The following strategies help make listening at lectures more effective and learning
more fun.
7

1. Get your mind in the right space. Prepare yourself mentally to receive the
information the speaker is presenting by following the previous prep questions
and by doing your assignments (instructors build upon work presented earlier).
2. Get yourself in the right space. Sit toward the front of the room where you can
make eye contact with the instructor easily. Most instructors read the body
language of the students in the front rows to gauge how they are doing and if
they are losing the class. Instructors also believe students who sit near the front
of the room take their subject more seriously and are more willing to give them
help when needed or to give them the benefit of the doubt when making a
judgment call while assigning grades.
3. Eliminate distractions. There are two types of distractions: internal and
external distractions.
o Internal distractions are things like being hungry, tired, or distracted with
other thoughts. Try to manage these by being well-rested and having a
healthy meal before class.
o External distractions are things like a ringing cell phone or people talking
in the hallway. To manage these distractions, turn your cell phone off and
pack it away in your backpack. If you are using your laptop for notes,
close all applications except the one that you use to take notes.
4. Look for signals. Each instructor has a different way of telling you what is
important. Some will repeat or paraphrase an idea; others will raise (or lower)
their voices; others will write related words on the board. Learn what signals
your instructors tend to use and be on the lookout for them. When they use that
tactic, the idea they are presenting needs to go in your notes and in your mind—
and don’t be surprised if it appears on a test or quiz!
5. Listen for what is not being said. If an instructor doesn’t cover a subject or
covers it only minimally, this signals that that material is not as important as
other ideas covered in greater length.
6. Sort the information. Decide what is important and what is not, what is clear
and what is confusing, and what is new material and what is a review. This
mental organizing will help you remember the information, take better notes,
and ask better questions.
7. Take notes. We cover taking notes in much greater detail later in the next
chapter, but for now, think about how taking notes can help recall what your
instructor said and how notes can help you organize your thoughts for asking
questions.
8. Ask questions. Asking questions is one of the most important things you can do
in class. Most obviously it allows you to clear up any doubts you may have
about the material, but it also helps you take ownership of (and therefore
remember) the material. Good questions often help instructors expand upon
their ideas and make the material more relevant to students. Thinking through
the material critically in order to prepare your questions helps you organize your
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new knowledge and sort it into mental categories that will help you remember
it.
What to Do If…
 Your instructor speaks too fast. Crank up your preparation. The more you
know about the subject, the more you’ll be able to pick up from the instructor.
Exchange class notes with other students to fill in gaps in notes. Visit the
instructor during office hours to clarify areas you may have missed. You might
ask the instructor—very politely, of course—to slow down, but habits like
speaking fast are hard to break!
 Your instructor has a heavy accent. Sit as close to the instructor as possible.
Make connections between what the instructor seems to be saying and what he
or she is presenting on the board or screen. Ask questions when you don’t
understand. Visit the instructor during office hours; the more you speak with the
instructor the more likely you will learn to understand the accent.
 Your instructor speaks softly or mumbles. Sit as close to the instructor as
possible and try to hold eye contact as much as possible. Check with other
students if they are having problems listening, too; if so, you may want to bring
the issue up with the instructor. It may be that the instructor is not used to the
lecture hall your class is held in and can easily make adjustments.
Now That’s a Good Question…
Are you shy about asking questions? Do you think that others in the class will ridicule
you for asking a dumb question? Students sometimes feel this way because they have
never been taught how to ask questions. Practice these steps, and soon you will be on
your way to customizing each course to meet your needs and letting the instructor
know you value the course.








Be prepared. Doing your assignments for a class or lecture will give you a
good idea about the areas you are having trouble with and will help you frame
some questions ahead of time.
Position yourself for success. Sit near the front of the class. It will be easier for
you to make eye contact with the instructor as you ask the question. Also, you
won’t be intimidated by a class full of heads turning to stare at you as you ask
your question.
Don’t wait. Ask your questions as soon as the instructor has finished a thought.
Being one of the first students to ask a question also will ensure that your
question is given the time it deserves and won’t be cut short by the end of class.
In a lecture class, write your questions down. Make sure you jot your
questions down as they occur to you. Some may be answered in the course of
the lecture, but if the instructor asks you to hold your questions until the end of
class, you’ll be glad you have a list of the items you need the instructor to
clarify or expand on.
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1.7

Ask specific questions. “I don’t understand” is a statement, not a question.
Give the instructor guidance about what you are having trouble with. “Can you
clarify the use of the formula for determining velocity?” is a better way of
asking for help. If you ask your question at the end of class, give the instructor
some context for your question by referring to the part of the lecture that
triggered the question. For example, “Professor, you said the Union troops were
emboldened by Lincoln’s leadership. Was this throughout the Civil War, or only
after Gettysburg?”
Don’t ask questions for the sake of asking questions. If your question is not
thought out, or if it appears that you are asking the question to try to look smart,
instructors will see right through you!
EFFECTIVE PARTICIPATION STRATEGIES

Like listening, participating in class will help you get more out of class. It may also
help you stand out as a student. Instructors notice the students who participate in class
(and those who don’t), and participation is often a component of the final grade.
“Participation” may include contributing to discussions, class activities, or projects. It
means being actively involved. The following are some strategies for effective
participation:






Be a team player: Although most students have classmates they prefer to work
with, they should be willing to collaborate in different types of groups.
Teamwork demonstrates that a student can adapt to and learn in different
situations.
Share meaningful questions and comments: Some students speak up in class
repeatedly if they know that participation is part of their grade. Although
there isn’t necessarily anything wrong with this, it’s a good practice to focus on
quality vs. quantity. For instance, a quieter student who raises her hand only
twice during a discussion but provides thoughtful comments might be more
noticeable to an instructor than a student who chimes in with everything that’s
said.
Be prepared: As with listening, effective participation relies on coming to
class prepared. Students should complete all reading assignments beforehand
and also review any notes from the previous meeting. This way they can come
to class ready to discuss and engage. Be sure to write down any questions or
comments you have—this is an especially good strategy for quieter students or
those who need practice thinking on their feet.

The resource Class Participation: More Than Just Raising Your Hand can help
you evaluate what you need to work on in order to participate in class more
effectively.
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1.8

GUIDELINES FOR PARTICIPATING IN CLASSES

Smaller classes generally favor discussion, but often instructors in large lecture classes
also make some room for participation.
A concern or fear about speaking in public is one of the most common fears. If you
feel afraid to speak out in class, take comfort from the fact that many others do as
well—and that anyone can learn how to speak in class without much difficulty. Class
participation is actually an impromptu, informal type of public speaking, and the same
principles will get you through both: preparing and communicating.

















Set yourself up for success by coming to class fully prepared.
o Complete reading assignments.
o Review your notes on the reading and previous class to get yourself in the
right mindset.
o If there is something you don’t understand well, start formulating your
question now.
Sit in the front with a good view of the instructor, board or screen, and other
visual aids. In a lecture hall, this will help you hear better, pay better attention,
and make a good impression on the instructor. Don’t sit with friends—
socializing isn’t what you’re there for.
Remember that your body language communicates as much as anything you
say. Sit up and look alert, with a pleasant expression on your face, and make
good eye contact with the instructor. Show some enthusiasm.
Pay attention to the instructor’s body language, which can communicate much
more than just his or her words. How the instructor moves and gestures, and the
looks on his or her face, will add meaning to the words—and will also cue you
when it’s a good time to ask a question or stay silent.
Take good notes, but don’t write obsessively—and never page through your
textbook (or browse on a laptop).
Don’t eat or play with your cell phone.
Except when writing brief notes, keep your eyes on the instructor.
Follow class protocol for making comments and asking questions.
o In a small class, the instructor may encourage students to ask questions at
any time, while in some large lecture classes the instructor may ask for
questions at the end of the lecture. In this case, jot your questions in your
notes so that you don’t forget them later.
Don’t say or ask anything just to try to impress your instructor. Most instructors
have been teaching long enough to immediately recognize insincere flattery—
and the impression this makes is just the opposite of what you want.
Pay attention to the instructor’s thinking style. Does this instructor emphasize
theory more than facts, wide perspectives over specific ideas, abstractions more
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than concrete experience? Take a cue from your instructor’s approach and try to
think in similar terms when participating in class.
It’s fine to disagree with your instructor when you ask or answer a question.
Many instructors invite challenges. Before speaking up, however, be sure you
can explain why you disagree and give supporting evidence or reasons. Be
respectful.
Pay attention to your communication style. Use standard English when you ask
or answer a question, not slang. Avoid sarcasm and joking around. Be assertive
when you participate in class, showing confidence in your ideas while being
respectful of the ideas of others. But avoid an aggressive style that attacks the
ideas of others or is strongly emotional.

When your instructor asks a question to the class:
 Raise your hand and make eye contact, but don’t call out or wave your hand all
around trying to catch his or her attention.
 Before speaking, take a moment to gather your thoughts and take a deep breath.
Don’t just blurt it out—speak calmly and clearly.
When your instructor asks you a question directly:
 Be honest and admit it if you don’t know the answer or are not sure. Don’t try to
fake it or make excuses. With a question that involves a reasoned opinion more
than a fact, it’s fine to explain why you haven’t decided yet, such as when
weighing two opposing ideas or actions; your comment may stimulate further
discussion.
 Organize your thoughts to give a sufficient answer. Instructors seldom want a
yes or no answer. Give your answer and provide reasons or evidence in support.
When you want to ask the instructor a question:
 Don’t ever feel a question is “stupid.” If you have been paying attention in class
and have done the reading and you still don’t understand something, you have
every right to ask.
 Ask at the appropriate time. Don’t interrupt the instructor or jump ahead and ask
a question about something the instructor may be starting to explain. Wait for a
natural pause and a good moment to ask. On the other hand, unless the
instructor asks students to hold all question until the end of class, don’t let too
much time go by, or you may forget the question or its relevance to the topic.
 Don’t ask just because you weren’t paying attention. If you drift off during the
first half of class and then realize in the second half that you don’t really
understand what the instructor is talking about now, don’t ask a question about
something that was already covered.
 Don’t ask a question that is really a complaint. You may be thinking, “Why
would so-and-so believe that? That’s just crazy!” Take a moment to think about
what you might gain from asking the question. It’s better to say, “I’m having
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1.9

some difficulty understanding what so-and-so is saying here. What evidence did
he use to argue for that position?”
Avoid dominating a discussion. It may be appropriate in some cases to make a
follow-up comment after the instructor answers your question, but don’t try to
turn the class into a one-on-one conversation between you and the instructor.
LECTURE HALL CLASSES

While opportunities are fewer for student discussions in large lecture classes,
participation is still important. The instructor almost always provides an opportunity
to ask questions. Because time is limited, be ready with your question or comment
when the opportunity arises, and don’t be shy about raising your hand first.
Being prepared is especially important in lecture classes. Have assigned readings done
before class and review your notes. If you have a genuine question about something in
the reading, ask about it. Jot down the question in your notes and be ready to ask if the
lecture doesn’t clear it up for you.
Being prepared before asking a question also includes listening carefully to the
lecture. You don’t want to ask a question whose answer was already given by the
instructor in the lecture. Take a moment to organize your thoughts and choose your
words carefully. Be as specific as you can. Don’t say something like, “I don’t
understand the big deal about whether the earth revolves around the sun or the sun
around the earth. So what?” Instead, you might ask, “When they discovered that the
earth revolves around the sun, was that such a disturbing idea because people were
upset to realize that maybe they weren’t the center of the universe?” The first question
suggests you haven’t thought much about the topic, while the second shows that you
are beginning to grasp the issue and want to understand it more fully.
Following are some additional guidelines for asking good questions:
 Ask a question or two early in the term, even on the first day of class. Once the
instructor has “noticed” you as a class participant, you are more likely to be
recognized again when you have a question. You won’t be lost in the crowd.
 Speak deliberately and professionally, not as you might when talking with a
friend. Use standard English rather than slang.
 If you’re very shy about public speaking or worried you’ll say the wrong thing,
write down your question before asking. Rehearse it in your mind.
 When you have the opportunity to ask questions in class, it’s better to ask right
away rather than saving a question for after class. If you really find it difficult to
speak up in a large class, this is an acceptable way to ask your question and
participate. A private conversation with an instructor may also be more
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appropriate if the question involves a paper or other project you are working on
for the course.
A note on technology in the lecture hall. Colleges are increasingly incorporating
new technology in lecture halls. For example, each student in the lecture hall may
have an electronic “clicker” with which the instructor can gain instant feedback on
questions in class. Or the classroom may have wireless Internet and students are
encouraged to use their laptops to communicate with the instructor in “real time”
during the lecture. In these cases, the most important thing is to take it seriously, even
if you have anonymity. Most students appreciate the ability to give feedback and ask
questions through such technology, but some abuse their anonymity by sending
irrelevant, disruptive, or insulting messages.
If You Must Miss a Class…
 Plan in advance: Although nobody can plan to be sick, students should give
their instructors advanced notice if they know they will need to miss class
for something like a doctor’s appointment. This is not only respectful to the
instructor, but he or she may be able to give you any handouts or assignments
that you might otherwise miss. If you anticipate that class will be canceled on
account of bad weather, etc., make sure you have all the materials, notes, etc.
that you need to work at home. In college, “snow days” are rarely “free days”—
i.e., expect that you will be responsible for all the work due on those days when
school reopens.
 Talk to fellow students: Ask to borrow class notes from one or two classmates
who are reliable note takers. Be sure to also ask them about any announcements
or assignments the instructor made during the class you missed.
 Talk to your instructor: Even if you have already emailed or called your
instructor, check in with him or her before or after the next class period to
collect any missed handouts and ask if anything was assigned. While you can’t
expect the instructor to repeat the lecture, you can ask what you should do to
stay caught up. But remember the worst thing you can say to an instructor: “I
missed class—did you talk about anything important?”
 Do the reading assignment(s) and any other homework. Take notes on any
readings to be discussed in the class you missed. If you have questions on the
reading or homework, seek help from your classmates. Completing the
homework and coming prepared for the next session will demonstrate to your
instructor that you are still dedicated to the class.
Teaching Style Versus Learning Style
As you learned in Unit 3, students have many different learning styles. Understanding
your learning style(s) can help you study more effectively. Most instructors tend to
develop their own teaching style, however, and you will encounter different teaching
styles in different courses. Students can benefit from having instructors who teach in
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different ways because it can help them become more versatile as learners and able to
work and communicate with a variety of people. Variety can be a challenge for
students who prefer to learn in specific settings. However, learning to recognize
different teaching styles can help students adjust to them and still be successful.
Below are descriptions of some main teaching styles and how they relate to different
learning modes:
 Authority style: Instructors with an authority style of teaching prefer to give
lectures while standing in front of the class, often doing a combination of
talking and writing information on the board. Students are expected to listen and
take notes. While the authority style may work for active/reflective students
who can take notes to review later, it may be difficult for kinesthetic learners.
These students could take advantage of their learning style by drawing study
guides in their notes and creating and playing review games when they study
with friends.
 Demonstrator style: Instructors with a demonstrator style of teaching prefer to
lecture, also, but they prefer to “show” students what they’re explaining, often
by using visual aids such as Powerpoint presentations, handouts, and
demos. While this teaching style may appeal to visual learners and auditory
learners who can simultaneously hear and visualize the information, this
approach may not be as appealing to kinesthetic learners. These students might
offer to assist instructors during demonstrations, so they can be more active
while learning.
 Facilitator style: Instructors with a facilitator style rely heavily on class
discussion, asking students to participate a lot while they provide prompts and
guiding questions. While this learning style is effective for auditory learners,
visual students may want to create concept maps in their notes, which they can
review later, while kinesthetic/tactile learners may want to write their notes on
index cards to use for studying outside of class.
 Delegator style: Instructors with a delegator approach prefer to structure their
classes around student-run projects and presentations—their own teaching takes
a backseat to students teaching one another. While this learning style may be
beneficial for auditory and kinesthetic learners, visual learners may need to take
notes throughout the projects and presentations so that they have study guides
they can visualize.
 Hybrid style: Instructors with a hybrid teaching style use a combination of the
learning styles above. For example, during an hourlong class session, they
might schedule twenty minutes for a lecture, twenty minutes for class
discussion, and twenty minutes for a class activity. While this teaching style can
potentially appeal to all learning styles, some students may have trouble
adjusting to the shifts in format or activities. Still, such classes—especially the
group activities—provide opportunities for different learning styles: Visual
learners might take notes or record everyone’s ideas, auditory learners could
facilitate their group’s conversation, and the kinesthetic/tactile learners could be
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responsible for creating any props or presentations to share the group work with
the rest of the class.
When the instructor’s teaching style matches your learning style, you are usually more
attentive in class and may seem to learn better. But what happens if your instructor has
a style very different from your own? Let’s say, for example, that your instructor
primarily lectures, speaks rapidly, and seldom uses visuals. This instructor also talks
mostly on the level of large abstract ideas and almost never gives examples. Let’s say
that you, in contrast, are more a visual learner, that you learn more effectively with
visual aids and visualizing concrete examples of ideas. Therefore, perhaps you are
having some difficulty paying attention in class and following the lectures. What can
you do?
 Capitalize on your learning strengths. In this example, you could use a visual
style of note taking, such as concept maps, while listening to the lecture. If the
instructor does not give examples for abstract ideas in the lecture, see if you can
supply examples in your own thoughts as you listen.
 Form a study group with other students. A variety of students will likely involve
a variety of learning styles, and when going over course material with other
students, such as when studying for a test, you can gain what they have learned
through their styles while you contribute what you have learned through yours.
 Use ancillary study materials. Many textbooks point students to online resource
centers or include a computer CD that offers additional learning materials. Such
ancillary materials usually offer an opportunity to review course material in
ways that may better fit your learning style.
 Communicate with your instructor to bridge the gap between his or her teaching
style and your learning style. If the instructor is speaking in abstractions and
general ideas you don’t understand, ask the instructor for an example.
 You can also communicate with the instructor privately during office hours. For
example, you can explain that you are having difficulty understanding lectures
because so many things are said so fast.
Finally, take heart that a mismatch between a student’s learning style and an
instructor’s teaching style is not correlated with lower grades.
(https://courses.lumenlearning.com/austincc-learningframeworks/chapter/chapter-10active-listening-in-the-classroom/)
1.10

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. List out the strategies of effective listening.
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
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…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
2. How does effective listening help you in increasing your day to day
vocabulary?
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
3. What principles/steps should one follow in order to listen efficiently?
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
4. What are the places/situations where one needs to listen carefully? Explain.
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
5. Differentiate between Active and Passive Listening.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
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……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
1.11

LET US SUM UP

The two essential components of the Simple View of Reading, automatic word
recognition and strategic language comprehension, contribute to the ultimate goal of
teaching reading: skilled reading comprehension. Once students become proficient
decoders and can automatically identify words, the role of language comprehension
becomes increasingly important as students shift from paying attention to the words to
paying attention to meaning.
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UNIT-2

EFFECTIVE PUBLIC SPEAKING

Structure
2.0
2.1
2.2

2.7
2.8

Objective
Introduction
What you’ll learn To Do: Identify Key Principles Of Effective Public Speaking
2.2.1 Benefits of Public Speaking
2.2.2. Audience Expectations
Developing an Effective Speech
2.3.1 Choose Your Topic
2.3.2 Develop your benefit statement
2.3.3 Develop your positioning statement
2.3.4 Derive your title
2.3.5 Create your content
Characteristics of Highly Effective Public Speakers
Intelligibility
Clarity
2.6.1 Precision
2.6.2 Plain Words
2.6.3 Lists
Check Your Progress
Let us Sum up

2.0

OBJECTIVE

2.3

2.4
2.5
2.6

After going through this unit, you will be able to:
 Learn and analyze what are the effective ways of public speaking.
 Analyze the phases of public speaking.
 Analyze the principles of public speaking.
2.1

INTRODUCTION

Public speaking is, simply, an oral presentation or speech delivered to a live audience.
It is generally a formal or staged event— although impromptu speeches are a common
occurrence—and can be a defining career moment. For example, you may think
you’re attending a client meeting only to find yourself called on to explain a
procedural or technical point being discussed. Or you may be sitting in a management
meeting thinking you are just there to observe when you are asked to elaborate on an
aspect of the supporting research and analysis or defend your recommendations.
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2.2

WHAT YOU’LL LEARN TO DO: IDENTIFY KEY PRINCIPLES OF
EFFECTIVE PUBLIC SPEAKING

Like speaking itself, public speaking is a learned behavior. Just as no one comes out of
the womb speaking eloquently, no one becomes a powerful orator without practice. In
this section, we’ll discuss the “why” of public speaking—the audience’s expectations
and the benefits that accrue to the speaker—and introduce a simple five-step process
for developing an effective speech.
2.2.1 Benefits of Public Speaking
What is public speaking but a dressed up—or not, depending on your audience—
version of the basic skills we’ve been using since we first began forming desires and
shaping the words and gestures to communicate those desires? Ah, life was simple
then; a baby pointing and reaching towards a bowl of grapes or a toddler repeating
“more milk” until they get what they want. Then again, one fundamental dynamic
hasn’t changed. As Stevie Wonder put it, “If you don’t ask, you don’t get.” This is
true not only personally but especially professionally. If you want the sale, contract,
funding, job, project, or promotion, you have to be willing and able to ask for it in a
clear and compelling manner. Often, you’ll have to do so in front of a group of
deciders—those who will determine the response to your request. Welcome to public
speaking!
What has changed is your potential—your potential to connect, to create or co-create
and, given technology and social media/sharing, your potential reach and impact. In a
statement echoed in virtually every career and leadership book and blog,
the Toastmasters International Guide to Successful Speaking notes, “There is perhaps
no greater skill [to] help you build your career or business than effective public
speaking.” As a testament to the tradition and enduring power of oral speech, the
primary motivations for speaking are the same as they were in ancient Greece.
Aristotle, who wrote a treatise on the art of persuasion titled Rhetoric, identified three
primary motivations: to inform, to persuade, and to inspire. Practically speaking,
public speeches often include more than one element. For example, communicating a
risk or potential opportunity may be done in conjunction with building support for a
change in business practices or a proposed initiative.
Public speaking is also an exceptional, and cost-effective, way to build your brand and
network within your organization, profession, or industry and/or to build good will for
your company in the community. Whether you’re pitching a product, service, idea,
company or person (including yourself), public speaking differentiates you and your
message from the promotional noise and general chatter. As professional speakers and
authors Jeff Slutsky & Michael Aun note, public speaking “literally puts you on a
pedestal.” Indeed, the average audience member assumes that since you’re speaking
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on the topic, you must be an expert. Of course, the impression they leave with depends
on the quality of your speech, but the bottom line is that being a speaker gives you a
level of credibility that would take a significant amount of time to cultivate otherwise.
Speaking allows you to develop a reputation as a thought leader or community leader,
raising your visibility and perceived market value. That’s not something a cover letter
and resume or pitch is likely to do—if it even makes it through the filters.
2.2.2. Audience Expectations
One of the finest, and rarest, gifts a person can give is their attention. When it comes
to audience attention, that gift comes with an expectation. Audience expectations are
simply an extension of the three speaker motivations. Specifically, audience members
expect to learn from an informational speech, to be moved by a persuasive speech, or
to be inspired by an inspirational speech.
Perhaps your first and most important test as a prospective speaker is to make sure you
clearly communicate the purpose and benefits of attending your speech. A disconnect
between what audience members thought they signed on for and what they’re hearing
can trigger a range of undesirable audience behaviors from zoning out to walking out.
As a speaker, you also have an obligation to factor your audience into the design and
development of your speech, from relevant examples to appropriate language and
subject matter depth. Whatever your stated intent (benefit), the minimum audience
expectation is that you fulfill it in a clear and coherent manner.
One additional point to consider is the medium. Public speeches are live events. Why
would you purchase a ticket and go to see a concert or comedian or other event live
rather than buying a DVD or tuning in to podcast or TV broadcast for a fraction of the
price? There’s a difference in the level of energy and engagement in a live
“performance”—whether it’s a speech, dance recital, political rally, or musical event.
Keep in mind that those attending a public speech expect an experience that
transcends a one-dimensional transfer of information.
2.3

DEVELOPING AN EFFECTIVE SPEECH

Let’s assume you see the value in developing public speaking as a skill. Where do you
start? A good warm-up exercise is to watch a few TED Talks, you can organize TED
Talks by topic and organize TED Talks by popularity, among other categories. If
you prefer to proceed straight to the cream of the crop, Steve Jobs’ classic “How to
Live Before You Die” speech delivered at Stanford University’s 2005
commencement is excellent inspiration and perspective—for life as well as for
speaking. If you watch a few talks, you’ll notice that each presenter has a unique
message and style that makes him or her compelling. This is a key point. While we all
learn process and technique by copying the masters, as legions of artists have done
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before us, the artistry (and magic, from the audience’s standpoint) is in finding your
own voice and developing your personal style. In practical terms, this means that you
also have to develop and curate your own material using your life experience, insights,
and observations to illustrate your points.
Whether you’re facing a blank sheet of paper or a blank screen, the start is always the
hardest part of a speaking project. We’re going to work through that obstacle by
following this five-step jump start.
1. Choose your topic
2. Develop your benefit statement
3. Develop your positioning statement
4. Derive your title
5. Create your content
2.3.1 Choose Your Topic
For perspective on topics, you can scan the 194 National Speakers Association
topics (click on “Browse the complete topic list”) used by the National Speakers
Association. If there’s a conference or Chamber of Commerce or professional
association event you want to speak at, scan the associated website(s), social media
posts, and publications to get a sense of what topics might be a good fit. In choosing
your topic, consider your experience and expertise. That’s not to say that you need to
be an acknowledged expert on a particular topic—that’s where research comes in—
but you do need to have an interest in the topic and a base level of credibility.
Although there are hundreds of potential topics, it’s very likely that a particular topic
has already been covered a number of times by a number of people. Given that, the
essential question is what can you bring to the topic that others haven’t? That is, how
can you approach an exhausted topic with fresh eyes to make it feel new and
engaging?
2.3.2 Develop Your Benefit Statement
Once you’ve decided on a topic, the next step is to develop a one to two sentence
benefit statement that supports your credibility as a speaker on that topic. The benefit
statement should answer the question: why you? This is similar to the process you
would go through in pitching an article to a publisher. What is the unique value—
experience, expertise, point of view—that you bring to the topic? For different frames
of reference on benefit statements, scan the speaker bios and bylines of writers that
cover topics of interest to you.
2.3.4 Develop Your Positioning Statement
The positioning statement is an expansion of the last step that tailors your benefit
statement to a specific audience. Working through this step helps you clarify who your
audience is and what you will be presenting to them. Although the positioning
statement is for internal purposes, the focus is external—what’s the ROA (return on
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attention) for the audience? Don’t skip this step; it will help you focus your thoughts,
minimize interesting but off-point digressions, and help maintain a coherent structure
and flow through the research, writing, editing, and ultimately, speaking phases.
2.3.5 Develop Your Title
In moving from your positioning statement to the speech title, think of your speech as
a product or service—what would prompt someone to “buy” what you’re offering?
Your title is a pitch—or your bid for the audience’s attention. To get to that pitch,
select a few key words from your positioning statement and brainstorm a compelling
headline. For additional insight and exercises, read Larry Kim’s Inc article, “30 Ideas
for Super Clickable Blog Headlines,” explore the BBC News resources on writing
headlines, or watch the “How to Write a Hook” YouTube video. You may also want
to browse the titles of articles and blogs posted to your target audience’s (i.e., industry
or professional association) websites and publications. Remember that as you develop
your content, your title might need some adjusting. If you don’t need to submit your
title far in advance (to be printed in a brochure or program), revisit it once your
content is complete to make sure it still fits. If you do need to submit it before your
content is fully developed, try to leave a little wiggle room and not make it too
specific regarding the conclusions you might come to.
2.3.6 Develop Your Content
Once you have your title and framework from your positioning statement, you’re
ready to start developing your content. Of course, you’ve been building useful content
all along through your life experiences. Reflect on the relevant lessons you’ve learned,
and make note of some of the experiences—a key quote or visual, an emotion or
insight, people or places. Use these events as possible connections to consider and, if
applicable, work them in to your speech to illustrate your points. Research is a skill,
and art, unto itself (refer to the Washington University librarians’ Conducting
Research pages for additional tips and resources), but a good jumping-off point is
doing an internet search of your keywords. If you have lead time, you can set up
a Google Alert to monitor relevant news and developments. It can also be helpful to
find and follow subject-matter experts for your topic and tune in to current trends. To
do this, conduct “best of” searches to find thought leaders. You may achieve both
objectives in one search, as in this Forbes article: “Top Shopping Trends of 2018:
Retail Experts Share What to Watch for Next Year,” one of the results in a search
for “best retail marketers.”
Reminder: Remember to document your sources! Include citations in your written
speech in order to give credit where credit is due and to be able to follow-up on any
related audience questions.
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wmopenbusinesscommunicationmgrs/chapter/effective-public-speaking/
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2.4

CHARACTERISTICS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE PUBLIC SPEAKERS

1. Confidence: Be certain that you will give a spectacular presentation. Your
audience wants to root for you. Give them a reason to do so by being secure in
your abilities. A study published by the University of Wolverhampton stated that
a highly confident speaker is viewed as more credible than a less confident
speaker.
2. Passion: You need to exude a level of sincerity in your emotion when
communicating to your audience if you want them to be moved by your
presentation.
3. Practice, don’t memorize: Memorization can set up a barrier between you and
your audience so practice with the full expectation that something unanticipated
will happen.
4. Speak in a natural voice: In general you should try to speak in a conversational
tone. Any connection you’ve made with your audience could be broken by tones
that seem ‘fake’ or ‘too perfect’.
5. Authenticity: Be vulnerable and open about your life, this will give your
audience permission to listen with their hearts as well as their ears. Research
indicates that there is a strong correlation between commitment in organization
and the proceeded authenticity of the leader. When you are authentic more people
will follow through with your call to action.
6. Keep it Short and Sweet: You want to make sure that your presentation is easily
digestible for those listening to you. If you can complete your speech in 15
minutes, do so, and leave any remaining time open for questions and comments.
No matter what, don't fluff your audience.
7. Connect with your Audience: A skilled presenter knows that public speaking is
a conversation with the audience and navigates the energy of the room with
material that best connects his message with the audience. Don't speak with your
audience, speak with them.
8. Paint a Picture through Storytelling: Humans are wired for stories. This is why
the best presentations don’t feel like presentations, they are simply stories told by
people with interesting experiences. The latest brain research demonstrates that
even the simplest stories can reshape our neurology and body chemistry.
9. Repetition: Determine what you want your audience to take away from your
speech. Say it, say it again and then say it a third time to make sure it sticks in
your audience’s head. The more your repeat your message, the more likely it will
be retained by their long term memory.
If you like this you might also like what I write at Magnetic Speaking
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/9-characteristics-highly-effective-public-speakerspeter-khoury/
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2.5

INTELLIGIBILITY

It is important to understand what acoustic characteristics of speech sounds are
essential for speech intelligibility in order to elucidate the cognitive mechanisms of
speech communication. The acoustic characteristics of speech that contribute to
speech perception have been investigated with many different approaches. One of the
most fruitful methods is to control acoustic characteristics of speech by signal
processing and then to test the intelligibility of the synthesized signals (for reviews
see Diehl et al., 2004; Samuel, 2011). The temporal change of spectra is the
representative acoustic characteristic in this context, and is processed by a frequency
analyzer of the auditory system (Plomp, 1964; Plomp and Mimpen, 1968; Plack,
2013).
Perceptual experiments in which spectral information was systematically degraded
revealed that perceptual cues embedded in speech spectra are highly redundant
(Remez et al., 1981; Baer and Moore, 1993; Shannon et al., 1995; Warren et al.,
1995). These studies often proceeded from the concept of auditory filters (Patterson,
1974; Moore, 2012) or critical bands (Fletcher, 1940), indicating parallel channels to
process frequency components. Although the widths of the critical bands were
determined from behavioral data, each of them corresponds to a distance of about 1.3
mm along the basilar membrane (Fastl and Zwicker, 2006). There are about 20 critical
bands in the commonly used frequency range of speech sounds, which means that we
can use the power fluctuations in these frequency bands to perceive speech. In most
situations, however, we can perceive speech sounds represented by a relatively small
number of power fluctuations because of the redundancy of perceptual cues in speech
sounds. Shannon et al. (1995) found that four bands of amplitude-modulated noise
were sufficient for nearly perfect scores (>95%) of word intelligibility. Many studies
(e.g., Dorman et al., 1997; Loizou et al., 1999; Souza and Rosen, 2009; Ellermeier et
al., 2015) have measured the intelligibility of noise-vocoded speech, and indicated
results consistent with Shannon et al. (1995). These studies suggest that the 20 outputs
of critical-band filters, for example, can be reduced to a smaller number of channels
without sacrificing the speech intelligibility too much.
(https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00517/full)
2.6

CLARITY

Word selection and phrasing leads to successfully transferring meaning from the
sender to the receiver. Careful word selection enhances the writer’s reputation and
reflects the business’s reputation grows.
Think of the advice a home seller receives before an open house. They will often have
bread baking or apple cider simmering to create an aroma that makes the house feel
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more like a home. This small step might help a potential buyer make the right choice.
Solid writing skills can have the same effect for the employee. The employee gains
respect and appreciation because of writing skills that project credibility and
confidence.
2.6.1 Precision
Business communication should be clear, specific, and precise meaning. Work to be
accurate and careful with your word choice.
2.6.2 Plain Words
When trying to enhance your reputation, it is tempting to want to use complex words
in order to sound sophisticated. Unfortunately, using complex vocabulary may
obscure your ideas and potentially damage your credibility. Remember the focus of
your writing should be on the reader who needs to understand your message. Instead
of focusing on complex words concentrate on expressing accurate content with
precise, unambiguous words so that the message is transmitted clearly. Be precise
while understandable.
2.6.3 Lists
Lists can be used in several ways. Working with numbered lists or bulleted lists is a
fast way to draw attention to several items. Lists add white space to a document,
which helps the reader. They add emphasis because they stand out on the page.
Numbered lists are used when order of importance matters.
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-businesscommunicationmgrs/chapter/clarity/
Skimming and scanning are two specific speed-reading techniques, which enable you
to cover a vast amount of material very rapidly. These techniques are similar in
process but different in purpose. Quickly "looking over" an article is neither skimming
nor scanning. Both require specific steps to be followed.
2.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. What are the characteristic features for being a good public speaker?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………
2. Define Intelligibility.
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………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
3. What are the characteristics of highly effective public speakers?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………….
4. Why does one need to be an effective public speaker if he/she wants to flourish in
career?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………...........
2.8

LET US SUM UP

To help students develop language comprehension, the underlying meaning-based
elements of reading—background knowledge, vocabulary, and language structures—
must be taught and monitored. Unlike teaching students to recognize words accurately
and automatically so that they become fluent readers, teaching the elements of
language comprehension must be done so that students become increasingly strategic
about extracting the meaning from texts they read. This is an incremental, ongoing,
developmental process that lasts a lifetime. With each new bit of background
knowledge, each new vocabulary word, and each new understanding of language use,
students can integrate this knowledge strategically to comprehend text.
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UNIT-3

SKIMMING AND SCANNING

Structure
3.0
3.1
3.2
3.3
3.4

3.7
3.8
3.9
3.10
3.11
3.12
3.13

Objectives
Introduction
Scanning
Language comprehension and its connections to knowledge
Background Knowledge
3.4.1 Why background knowledge is important?
3.4.2 Background knowledge instruction
3.4.3 Providing background knowledge
3.4.4 Providing background knowledge
3.4.4 Activating background knowledge
Vocabulary
3.5.1 Why vocabulary is important
3.5.2 Vocabulary instruction
Language Structures
3.6.1 Why language form is important
3.6.2 Language forms Instruction
3.6.3 Why language content is important?
3.6.4 Language content instruction
3.6.5 Why language use is important?
Identifying the Tone/View-Points Of A Writer
Analysis Paragraphs
Synthesis Paragraphs
Coherence in Writing
Check your Progress
Let us Sum up
Suggested Readings

3.0

OBJECTIVES

3.5

3.6

After going through this unit, you’ll be able to:




Analyze a new term named “Skimming”.
Understand how it is important in your reading-writing vocabulary.
Analyze the structure and phases of skimming and scanning.
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3.1

INTRODUCTION

Skimming is used to quickly identify the main ideas of a text. When you read the
newspaper, you're probably not reading it word-by-word, instead you're scanning the
text. Skimming is done at a speed three to four times faster than normal reading.
People often skim when they have lots of material to read in a limited amount of time.
Use skimming when you want to see if an article may be of interest in your research.
There are many strategies that can be used when skimming. Some people read the first
and last paragraphs using headings, summarizes and other organizers as they move
down the page or screen. You might read the title, subtitles, subheading, and
illustrations. Consider reading the first sentence of each paragraph. This technique is
useful when you're seeking specific information rather than reading for
comprehension. Skimming works well to find dates, names, and places. It might be
used to review graphs, tables, and charts.
A.

B.

C.
D.

Skimming is useful in three different situations.

Pre-reading--Skimming is more thorough than simple previewing and can
give a more accurate picture of text to be read later.

Reviewing--Skimming is useful for reviewing text already read.

Reading--Skimming is most often used for quickly reading material that, for
any number of reasons, does not need more detailed attention.
Steps in skimming an article

Read the title--it is the shortest possible summary of the content.

Read the introduction or lead-in paragraph.

Read the first paragraph completely.

If there are subheadings, read each one, looking for relationships among
them.

Read the first sentence of each remaining paragraph.
a.
The main idea of most paragraphs appears in the first sentence.
b.
If the author's pattern is to begin with a question or anecdote, you may
find the last sentence more valuable.
6.
Dip into the text looking for:
a.
Clue words that answer who, what, when, why, how
b.
Proper nouns
c.
Unusual words, especially if capitalized
d.
Enumerations
e.
Qualifying adjectives (best, worst, most, etc.)
f.
Typographical cues--italics, boldface, underlining, asterisks, etc.
7.
Read the final paragraph completely.
Mastering the art of skimming effectively requires that you use it as frequently
as possible.
Skimming can usually be accomplished at about 1000 words per minute.
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3.2

SCANNING

Scanning is a technique you often use when looking up a word in the telephone book
or dictionary. You search for key words or ideas. In most cases, you know what
you're looking for, so you're concentrating on finding a particular answer. Scanning
involves moving your eyes quickly down the page seeking specific words and phrases.
Scanning is also used when you first find a resource to determine whether it will
answer your questions. Once you've scanned the document, you might go back and
skim it.
When scanning, look for the author's use of organizers such as numbers, letters, steps,
or the words, first, second, or next. Look for words that are bold faced, italics, or in a
different font size, style, or color. Sometimes the author will put key ideas in the
margin.
Reading off a computer screen has become a growing concern. Research shows that
people have more difficulty reading off a computer screen than off paper. Although
they can read and comprehend at the same rate as paper, skimming on the computer is
much slower than on paper rapidly covers a great deal of material in order to locate a
specific fact or piece of information.
E. Scanning is very useful for finding a specific name, date, statistic, or fact
without reading the entire article.
F.
Steps in scanning an article.

Keep in mind at all times what it is you are searching for. If you hold the
image of the word or idea clearly in mind, it is likely to appear more
clearly than the surrounding words.

Anticipate in what form the information is likely to appear--numbers,
proper nouns, etc.

Analyze the organization of the content before starting to scan.
a.
If material is familiar or fairly brief, you may be able to scan the
entire article in a single search.
b.
If the material is lengthy or difficult, a preliminary skimming may
be necessary to determine which part of the article to scan.

Let your eyes run rapidly over several lines of print at a time.

When you find the sentence that has the information you seek, read the
entire sentence.
G. In scanning, you must be willing to skip over large sections of text without
reading or understanding them.
H. Scanning can be done at 1500 or more words per minute.
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https://human.libretexts.org/Courses/Community_College_of_Allegheny_Cou
nty/Book%3A_Reading_and_Writing_for_Learning/5%3A_Academic_Literac
y%3A_Psychology_-_%22Emerging_Adulthood%22
http://readingstrategies.wikidot.com/our-top-3-strategies
3.3

LANGUAGE COMPREHENSION AND ITS CONNECTIONS TO
KNOWLEDGE

Davis (2006) wrote that “even the best phonics-based skills program will not
transform a child into a strong reader if the child has limited knowledge of the
language, impoverished vocabulary, and little knowledge of key subjects” (p. 15).
Language comprehension consists of three elements that must be taught so that
students apply them strategically (as opposed to automatically) during reading. As
students interpret the meaning of texts, they must strategically apply their background
knowledge, their knowledge of the vocabulary, and their understanding of the
language structures that exist between words and within sentences.
First consider how reading comprehension is typically developed. Remember that in
this textbook (see Chapter 1), reading comprehension includes “the process of
simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning through interaction and
involvement with written language” (Snow, 2002, xiii), as well as the “capacities,
abilities, knowledge, and experiences” one brings to the reading situation (p. 11). In
line with the first part of this definition, it is expected that once children have been
taught sounds and letters, how to blend them together to decode so that they read text
fluently, along with lessons in vocabulary, they will be on the way to successful
reading comprehension. Reading instruction in schools focuses so heavily on
developing reading comprehension because this ability is the ultimate goal of reading.
A surface skim through the teachers manuals from published reading programs will
reveal that a multitude of comprehension skills and their corresponding strategies are
often taught at each grade level (e.g., finding main idea, summarizing, using graphic
organizers), but ultimately these skills and strategies do not necessarily transition
students to successfully comprehending texts. Reading comprehension ability is
complex and multifaceted; it is comprised of understanding a text’s vocabulary,
knowledge of the particular topic, and comprehension of its language structures (see
Cain & Oakhill, 2007). Recall from Chapter 1 that language comprehension includes
the interaction among someone’s background knowledge, vocabulary, language
structures like grammar, verbal reasoning abilities, and literary knowledge (e.g.,
genres). Language comprehension is a more general term than listening
comprehension, which is the ability to understand and make sense of spoken language.
One of the many aspects of reading comprehension that is often overlooked during
instruction is students’ language comprehension. For example, a student who has
general difficulty with reading comprehension, may, in actuality, comprehend a text
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about sharks or reefs quite well if his/her parents are marine biologists because he or
she has accumulated experiences with ocean-related “language”—its words, phrases,
and facts. This same student may not comprehend the next text about ham radio
operation or the Appalachian Trail. Successful reading comprehension, then, often
depends on the language of a text because the more familiarity and knowledge
students have with its language, the stronger comprehension will be. Students from
disadvantaged backgrounds often struggle with reading comprehension, despite being
able to decode accurately and read fluently. They are often believed to have poor
reading comprehension ability when in actuality the snag is a lack of language
comprehension stemming from less overall knowledge which in turn stems from fewer
experiences aligning with the language encountered in school and school texts.
Reading comprehension strategy instruction, which involves teaching children how to
comprehend or remember written text using deliberate mental actions, entails
instruction in questioning, visualization, and summarizing, for example. However,
teaching children how to apply such strategies during reading simply cannot replace a
lack of knowledge.
Not surprisingly, in the earliest grades, an important facilitator of reading
comprehension is automatic word recognition (see Chapter 3), since comprehension
of a text cannot take place if its words cannot be read or recognized. However, once
students become more competent at word recognition, the dominant factor driving
reading comprehension transforms to become language comprehension (Foorman,
Francis, Shaywitz, Shaywitz, & Fletcher, 1997). The reason for this boils down to one
word—knowledge. Once students can read the words, they extract meaning from texts
using their overall knowledge and experiences (background knowledge), their
knowledge of words (vocabulary), and their knowledge of how words go together to
create meaning (language comprehension). This accumulation of knowledge can last a
lifetime and really never be considered “finished.” In fact, knowledge is so important
to consider, that a brief commentary on its contribution to reading comprehension is
next, before going on to discuss the three elements in Scarborough’s (2002) braid that
lead to language comprehension, and ultimately reading comprehension.
Subtle differences exist between the terms “knowledge” and “background
knowledge.” In this chapter, “knowledge” is broadly defined as the total accumulation
of facts and information a person has gained from previous experiences (it is also
called general knowledge). Knowledge is composed of concepts, ideas and factual
information, which eventually come together to contribute to understanding in various
situations. One does need facts and concepts and ideas to perform a procedure (e.g.,
putting historical events on a timeline, editing a paper for mechanical errors, reading a
map), but they are even more vital when partaking in situations or conditions that
require synthesizing a lot of information (e.g., write a comprehensive essay on a topic,
comprehend an author’s message while reading a book) (Marzano & Kendall, 2007).
“Background knowledge,” on the other hand, is a term used in education for a specific
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subset of knowledge needed to comprehend a particular situation, lesson, or text (it is
also called “prior knowledge”). When reading a text about dog training, readers are
going to use their background (prior) knowledge of dog behavior, vocabulary related
to dogs, aspects of training, and so on, to comprehend text. They will not need to
apply any of their knowledge of outer space, photosynthesis, or baking (any of their
general, overall knowledge) in this particular instance. It is not possible for educators
to teach the required background knowledge for every text that students will encounter
as they progress through their school years. They can, however, provide the next best
thing—a wide base of general knowledge that can be drawn upon and applied as
background knowledge to problem solve and create meaning.
General knowledge comes from years of exposure to books, newspapers, knowledgerich school curricula, television programs, experiences, and conversations. Its value
cannot be understated. Willingham (2006) summarizes the findings in cognitive
science regarding the significance of knowledge in education this way:
Those with a rich base of factual knowledge find it easier to learn more—the rich get
richer. In addition, factual knowledge enhances cognitive processes like problem
solving and reasoning. The richer the knowledge base, the more smoothly and
effectively these cognitive processes—the very ones that teachers target—operate. So,
the more knowledge students accumulate, the smarter they become. (p. 30)
Both the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO, 2013) and the National
Research Council’s Committee on Defining Deeper Learning and 21st Century Skills
(NRC; 2012) call for an increase in rigorous content knowledge in order for today’s
students to achieve college, career, and citizenship readiness. According to the
CCSSO (2013), students must also be able to demonstrate “their ability to apply that
knowledge through higher-order skills including but not limited to critical thinking
and complex problem solving, working collaboratively, communicating effectively,
and learning how to learn” (p. 6).
Difficulties comprehending complex texts encountered in college and careers have
been attributed to a lack of general knowledge. To illustrate this
difficulty, Schweizer (2009), a professor who taught freshman composition classes at
Duke University, wrote about an eye-opening incident he experienced during his
classes. After assigning both his remedial and advanced classes a four-page article on
climate change from a popular college-level anthology of essays (see McKibben,
2006), he realized his students’ comprehension of the essay was “flat, anemic, and
literal rather than deep, rich, and associative” (p. 53). Upon questioning his students
on the general knowledge items within the text—general facts, figures, locations,
words, and common expressions—he reached a sobering conclusion. In the remedial
class, just one student could identify Gandhi, none knew Ernest Hemingway, and two
knew that Job was a character in the Bible. In the more advanced class, four out of 15
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students recognized Gandhi or Hemingway, none knew the word “quixotic,” and few
could comprehend certain expressions within the text (e.g., “something is in the
offing”) or its allusions (e.g., “the snows of Kilimanjaro are set to become the rocks of
Kilimanjaro”). Reflecting on the literacy-related consequences of this lack of word
and world knowledge, Schweizer noted that his students were “not only hampered by
a lack of factual knowledge, but that this shortcoming translates into problems with
diction and literacy as well” (p. 52). Interestingly, to have comprehended this
paragraph alone, you need to be familiar with and comprehend the importance and
meaning of these words and phrases: Duke University, attributed, “eye-opening
incident,” remedial, anthology, “sobering conclusion,” and allusions. A lack of
language comprehension related to these words will hamper your reading
comprehension indeed!
3.4

BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE

One of the three elements necessary for language comprehension is background
knowledge. As mentioned above, background knowledge is a particular subset of
knowledge (e.g., facts about the world, events, people, sayings and phrases) that is
needed to comprehend and learn from a particular situation, lesson, or text. Young
readers learn to strategically apply their background knowledge in order to interpret a
text’s meaning. As a small example, consider the following sentence: “Initially
Richard was upset when police told him they found bugs in his office, but to avoid
prosecution he agreed to let them remain until the investigation was completed.” To
comprehend this sentence either in isolation or within the context of an entire text, one
will need to have learned that “bugs” are spying devices, to understand that people
might get upset when they discover they are being spied on, and to infer that Richard
has created an arrangement of cooperation with the police. Without background
knowledge, the author’s intended meaning may be misconstrued as having to do with
insects.
3.4.1 Why background knowledge is important?
Knowledge leads to more knowledge, making learning easier (Willingham,
2006). Consider another example in which students read a story about a boy who is
angry that he was not selected to play on the football team. The boy insists, “I really
didn’t want to play football anyway!” His mother responds, “Sounds like a case of
sour grapes to me!” Students familiar with the Aesop’s fable “The Fox and the
Grapes” will understand the reference to “sour grapes” in this particular story and in
all subsequent texts, and they will be able to interpret the subtle nuances of resentment
that comes about after rejection. A student with no exposure to the fable may believe
that the boy really did not want to play football and will not understand why the
mother is talking about grapes. Meaning will be incomplete. Background knowledge
allows readers to strategically infer the author’s meaning with a lot less effort.
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Drawing inferences from a text is so much easier when a reader is already familiar
with what the author is talking about.
Willingham (2006) summarized some of the findings in cognitive science regarding
how background knowledge helps students comprehend what they read
and remember what they have learned. Most obvious, and as seen in the sour grapes
example, background knowledge of a text makes it so that fewer instances are
necessary of having to stop or reread for clarification. The author’s point is
comprehended right away. Less obvious, background knowledge allows readers to
arrange sequences of events in texts into connected, meaningful units or sequences
that can be more easily analyzed, understood, and remembered. Without background
knowledge, words and sentences in a text easily become disjointed, unrelated, random
sequences. For instance, imagine a passenger in a small plane who has no background
knowledge of mechanics or technical things. This passenger is asked by the pilot to
read off the items from preflight checklists. Due to lack of background in technical
things, the items seem arbitrary and unrelated. Dozens of unfamiliar words and terms
are essentially meaningless (e.g., throttle 2000 RPM, magnetos max drop 175 RPM,
press-to-test annunciator panel, electric fuel pump off, fuel pressure check), and if
asked after the flight, it is unlikely that the passenger would be able to remember
them. Conversely, if the next traveler possesses background knowledge related to how
mechanical things work and is asked to read the same checklists, his or her
comprehension and recall would be greater because the items on the list would be
familiar and meaningful. It would be understood that some of the items were related to
engine speed, while others had to do with the fuel system and they would be retained
in memory because this passenger would assign them to meaningful categories and
sequences. The background knowledge of the second passenger would not only create
better comprehension of the experience, it would also enable greater storage and recall
of most of the events. The second passenger would have learned more and would have
remembered more.
A similar phenomenon related to how meaningful categories (or “chunks”) are related
to memory and learning is the frequently cited experiments of DeGroot (1946/1978)
and Chase and Simon (1973). Differences in background knowledge (via the
experiences) between master and novice chess players were examined in both studies,
as well as how this knowledge influenced their memories. Chess masters who had
experienced thousands of chess matches, and thus, had more background knowledge
were pitted against novices in a simple experiment. For just a few seconds, chess
masters and novices were shown pictures of chessboards in which the pieces were
configured in positions from advanced level matches. The pictured pieces were not
arranged on the boards randomly; their positions were realistic. After momentarily
viewing the pictures, players reconstructed the positions of each piece using a real
board. Masters recreated the positions almost perfectly, while the novices placed about
half of the pieces successfully. The accuracy of recall was attributed to the masters’
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ability to categorize and chunk information, or, in the case of chess, to chunk together
multiple, meaningful groups of pieces. The novices could only memorize positions
of single pieces, whereas the masters memorized positions of sets of pieces that made
sense to them in terms of familiar play-structures. They had background knowledge of
similar set-ups.
A video recreating this experiment with chess grandmaster Patrick Wolff (Simons,
2012) reveals his strategy in recreating the board placements. Wolff states that he
noticed where the pieces clustered and that he noted the logical connections between
the pieces. He recognized the meaningful chunks. In a book about how practice and
effort contribute to talent, Colvin (2008) comments on chess player experiments,
noting that, “instead of seeing twenty-five pieces, they may see just five or six groups
of pieces” (p. 100). In any realm, meaningful chunks can only be formed by those
having the knowledge and background experiences to understand what belongs with
what. In the case of chess players, certain pieces defend others in strategically
particular positions. For skilled readers, certain letters chunk together within long
words, enabling them to be read rapidly and accurately, and certain words and ideas
chunk together meaningfully, enabling comprehension of an author’s message. An
example of how words and ideas chunk together meaningfully to aid reading
comprehension is provided by Meurer (1991), who wrote about reading schemata.
Reading schemata are patterns that organize knowledge in our minds while we read.
Meurer explained that readers have schema for various concepts, such as when
something “breaks.” Along with this understanding, they may possess subcomponents
and ideas having to do with “breaks”: items that can be broken, ways that things can
cause things to be broken, and what it means for something to be broken, just to name
a few. He then provided an example of a sentence: “The karate champion broke the
cinder block.” The author of that sentence does not explicitly tell the reader what the
champion used to break the cinder block. It is the reader’s schema for “break” and
“karate champion” that allows him or her to successfully infer that what broke the
cinder block was not a hammer or a chisel, but the karate champion’s hand. Without
the ability to automatically chunk together and activate various words and ideas,
reading comprehension will suffer.
In any field, setting, or circumstance, new material that has familiarity is more readily
learned because it is easier to understand and because it is supported by and connected
meaningfully to what is already known. The beauty and value of background
knowledge is that it provides the familiarity that is crucial for connections that both
create new learning and allow for the new learning to be remembered.
3.4.2 Background knowledge instruction
As educators, we cannot teach the “big umbrella” of background knowledge since it
evolves from a multitude of life experiences. However, we can provide it
or activate it, and suggestions for both are described below.
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3.4.3 Providing background knowledge
Meaningful contexts from a content-rich curriculum spanning a wide variety of
content areas are ideal for providing the background knowledge that will scaffold
future learning. Many curricula are deliberately designed to provide an integrated
sequence of rich, engaging, multicultural content spanning history, science, music,
visual arts, mathematics, language arts, and more. Without such a curriculum,
knowledge from each of these areas that is likely to appear in texts in subsequent
grades can still be provided. In the earliest grades, before students can read books
independently, the content and concepts that build background knowledge are usually
developed through teacher read-alouds of a wide variety of texts, such as nursery
rhymes, rhyming poems, fairy tales and fables from a variety of cultures, and
engaging nonfiction texts, to name a few.
Children’s books and other written sources of information are an authentic and
abundant source of knowledge about every imaginable subject (see Chapter 7 for
further discussion about children’s literature), suitable for building knowledge at all
grade levels (Stanovich & Cunningham, 1993). Children’s books feature rich concepts
and a high percentage of unique and sophisticated words (Cunningham & Stanovich,
1998; Hayes & Ahrens, 1988). Reading a number books or stories to students
featuring similar themes or domains (e.g., farms, seasons, culturally diverse folklore,
Egypt, music, currency, weather) provides a beneficial repetition of words and
concepts that build valuable background knowledge. As students hear multiple
versions of a similar theme or receive repeated instruction in a particular domain,
newly developed background knowledge will lead to better comprehension of the
material (Cervetti, Jaynes, & Hiebert, 2009). Davis (2006) recommends twenty to
thirty read-alouds per domain (e.g., from a variety of children’s books, chapters, short
pieces, poems) for developing background knowledge; just two short read-alouds a
day can cover 10 to 15 domains in a school year (see also Hirsch, 2006). Although
read-alouds are typically done in the elementary grades, there is likely to be benefit in
building background knowledge at the older grades as well.
3.4.4 Activating background knowledge
In addition to providing background knowledge, we can also activate existing
background knowledge. Activation of background knowledge that students already
possess is frequently a focus of comprehension instruction. Teachers understand the
value of activating background knowledge and as a result many tend to apply a series
of strategies at the expense of providing knowledge. There is not a lot of research on
teaching a multitude of comprehension strategies prior to third grade, primarily
because beginning readers in the early grades are learning how to decode fluently.
Also, too much of an emphasis on teaching strategies for reading comprehension may
not be effective (Stahl, 2004), particularly if the text is easy to understand. For young
students, particularly when using complex text, comprehension strategies should still
be worked on (see the Institute of Education Sciences’ practice guide (Shanahan et
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al., 2010) for a summary of recommendations on improving reading comprehension
for children in grades K-3), but the decoding constraint may still stand in the way. In
later grades, simply applying comprehension strategies such as visualizing or
predicting will not automatically enable students to understand science. If we want
students to comprehend science texts, they must know something about science.
Students do better if they read and write about things they know about. While isolated
facts are certainly important and necessary, they will not suffice to enable meaningful
comprehension unless background knowledge is developed within meaningful
contexts.
Activating background knowledge is under scrutiny since the introduction of
the Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects (CCSS; National Governors
Association & Council of Chief State School Officers [NGA & CCSSO], 2010)
because students are now expected to extract information from texts by focusing on
what the author intended for them to understand, rather than relying too heavily on
their prior knowledge, experiences, or opinions to construct meaning. Teachers are
encouraged to downplay any lengthy, explicit focus on their students’ existing
knowledge before reading, and in discussions about the CCSS, some propose that this
may serve to equalize the outcomes for children who have varying degrees of
knowledge about various topics. However, as Shanahan (2014) explains, avoiding
discussion altogether of background knowledge will not serve to allow children to
interpret and comprehend texts more equally, because it would be next to impossible
for children who do possess background knowledge about a topic to avoid using it to
construct meaning while they read. Those without the background knowledge will not
have this advantage, and will be wrongly viewed as having poor comprehension, when
in fact it is their lack of knowledge that is to blame. Shanahan (2014) provides some
practical instructional suggestions for activating background knowledge before and
during reading. An abridged and modified list appears below:
1. When introducing texts, avoid lengthy introductions or potentially ineffective
pre-reading strategies such as a “picture walks” and tedious contributions of
students’ prior knowledge that could potentially impair comprehension. A
simple statement such as “We’re going to read a story about how animals
camouflage themselves” may suffice. The goal is to be brief and strategic (e.g.,
what is the purpose of the text, what will students bring to it, and what
information absolutely needs to be provided; note all the other suggestions
below for more clarification). Otherwise time spent during pre-reading activities
may take time away from the actual reading, become boring or repetitive, and
possibly steer children to the wrong focus, ruining the entire experience. See an
additional blog post in which Shanahan (2012) speaks specifically about this
topic http://www.shanahanonliteracy.com/2012/02/pre-reading-or-not-onpremature-demise.html
38

2. When introducing a topic or genre that students will be reading, avoid revealing
information that you will want them to extract from the text(s) on their own.
3. Preteach necessary information students will need if it is not in the text (e.g., a
text on climate change may not have been written for young students, so vital
references to geography or technology may need explanation).
4. Do not focus on activating background knowledge about topics in the text that
are not needed for its comprehension (e.g., a text focusing on how an octopus
camouflages itself does not require discussion or instruction about oceans).
5. When using multiple texts to develop background knowledge, introduce them in
an order that will support and reinforce those that may come before or after.
Initial texts may cover a particular topic in a general manner, followed up by
texts that cover the material in the initial texts and delve deeper into the topic.
6. Attend to the differing background knowledge needs of students from diverse
cultures by considering information you may need to pre-teach in order for them
to comprehend particular texts.
3.5

VOCABULARY

Having just read about background knowledge, it is probably easy for you to imagine
how vocabulary—the knowledge of the meaning of words in a text—adds
significantly to the construction of the meaning of texts. Vocabulary knowledge is a
prominent predictor of reading comprehension and is depicted as a central thread in
the language comprehension component of the Simple View of Reading because of its
connections to background knowledge and language structures (Scarborough, 2002).
The development of a child’s vocabulary begins at infancy, when a baby starts hearing
speech and babbling. Oral language experiences, such as in-person conversations,
dialogue heard on TV, or language heard during the reading of children’s books are
primary means for accumulating vocabulary. By the age of two, children usually
speak about 200 to 300 words and understand many more, and once in school, they
learn approximately 3,000 words per year, and can comprehend many more than they
can read (Nagy, 2009). To accomplish this rate of word learning, it is critical to ensure
that students are learning new words each day. This is especially true for many
students from less advantaged backgrounds, who are exposed to millions fewer words
in their first three years of life than students who come from more privileged
backgrounds (Hart & Risley, 1995). This disparity results in students from more
affluent households knowing thousands more words upon entering school, which
benefits their ability to understand, participate in, and profit from the language of
instruction that is predominant in U.S. school settings.
3.5.1 Why vocabulary is important
As stated previously, the level of a child’s vocabulary knowledge is a strong predictor
of reading comprehension (Duncan et al., 2007). This seems obvious since not
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knowing the meaning of words in a text makes it quite difficult to comprehend it.
As Adams (2010) eloquently points out, “What makes vocabulary valuable and
important is not the words themselves so much as the understandings they afford. The
reason we need to know the meanings of words is that they point to the knowledge
from which we are to construct, interpret, and reflect on the meaning of text”.
3.5.2 Vocabulary instruction
Instruction in vocabulary should begin with thinking about the different levels of
“knowing” a word. Upon hearing a word, we can say (a) we have never heard of it, (b)
that we have heard of it but we do not know it, (c) that we know it, or (d) that we both
know it and can use it (Nagy, 2009). The more deeply we know a word, the more
likely we will be to understand it when we hear it or read it, and the more likely we
will be to use it when we speak or write. Ideally, instruction makes it so that students
reach the level of knowing and using words when they converse, write, or read.
Vocabulary learning occurs either incidentally (words are learned through exposure
and experiences) or intentionally (words are deliberately and directly taught). The
majority of words in our vocabularies are learned incidentally, through conversations
or independent reading (Adams, 2010). This means that most vocabulary learning will
not occur through explicit instructional means but through opportunities available in
the child’s environment to encounter and resolve meanings of new words. Children
who have learned to read independently are at an advantage in terms of learning words
incidentally because they are able to independently encounter new words and infer
their meaning while reading.
Incidental vocabulary instruction is enhanced through rich and varied oral language
dialogue and discourse experiences, and independent reading. Even though
“incidental” learning occurs as a result of some activities that do not involve any
deliberate teaching, incidental learning still often involves a level of intentionality on
the part of teachers. Teachers should consciously fill their everyday classroom
language with rich, unique words so that they can be learned incidentally. A classroom
that is rich with words promotes awareness of new vocabulary and a curiosity for
learning new words. Rather than simplifying language for students, conversations
should be embedded with sophisticated words: “Jordan, why don’t you amble over
here and let me glance at that,” “Please shut the door; those third graders are causing
quite a commotion! What a ruckus!” and “Oh my, Jake, the lion on your t-shirt has
such sinister eyes! It terrifies me!” A resource for building language rich classrooms
to promote oral language, vocabulary, and comprehension is Dodson’s (2011) 50 Nifty
Speaking and Listening Activities. While it is not a scientifically based intervention, it
provides a multitude of listening, speaking, reading, and writing activities that adhere
to a sequence of language development for students ranging from kindergarten to fifth
grade.
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Many words, phrases, and sayings require intentional instruction. Vocabulary words
that should be intentionally taught are those essential for understanding texts, those
that are likely to be encountered across multiple texts, or those that are particularly
difficult to understand (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002). Activities for directly
teaching vocabulary include using graphic organizers (for a collection of free graphic
organizers(visit https://www.teachervision.com/graphicorganizers/printable/6293.
html), or analyzing words’ semantic features (i.e., listing their attributes—hard/soft,
tall/short, exciting/dull).
Text Talk (Beck & McKeown, 2001) is an evidence-based vocabulary (and
comprehension) building intervention that can be easily built into daily read-alouds.
Teachers pre-read the selected text, choosing three to five vocabulary words that are
“Tier 2” words. Tier 2 words are sophisticated, occur frequently in conversation and
print, and are used across multiple domains and contexts. Examples of Tier 2 words
are unique, convenient, remarkable, and misery (See Beck et al., 2002). Tier 1 words
are those that are basic and, for speakers of English, do not require instruction in
school (e.g., wall, water, fun), and Tier 3 words are low-frequency words that are
specific to domains or content areas (e.g., photosynthesis, Constantinople). During a
read-aloud that is done in Text Talk fashion, open-ended comprehension questions are
asked. Open-ended questions require a meaningful interactive response rather than a
one-word reply. Examples of an open-ended question are “How do you think that
made the boy feel?” and “Why did the fox decide to share his food?” To answer each
of these questions requires an extended, multiple-word response. Examples of closeended questions requiring only a single word response include “Is the boy mad?” and
“Which food did the fox share?” Interactive extended responses and dialogue promote
oral language development and allow the teacher to monitor students’ vocabulary use
and comprehension. After the read-aloud or during a second reading of the story, the
preselected Tier 2 vocabulary words are defined by the teacher using simple, childfriendly definitions (e.g., “To coax someone means to use your words to get them to
do something”). The meanings of the words are discussed within the context of the
story (e.g., “The mother coaxed her daughter to take a bath, meaning she used words
to convince her to get into the bathtub”), and the teacher provides examples of the
words within other contexts (“When my mother got older, I had to coax her to join us
on vacation”). Finally, the students are asked to apply their knowledge and use the
words in a personal context to ensure that they have the correct understanding of their
meanings (“Jared, can you share an example of a time when someone coaxed you to
do something?”). Additionally, during the read-aloud, it is beneficial to read the
text before showing the pictures so that the illustrations do not interfere with attention
or comprehension. This procedure is effective in getting students to pay attention to
the words being read, and thus, is helpful toward their comprehending the language of
the story (Beck & McKeown, 2001). It fosters their ability to comprehend
decontextualized language—language that is “outside the here and now” (p. 10)—and
leads to comprehending the vocabulary and text without relying on pictures. Teachers
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typically read children’s books aloud on a daily basis. Modifying read-alouds a bit to
include the suggestions here fosters rich Tier 2 vocabulary and language
comprehension through open-ended questions and by drawing attention to the
vocabulary and meaning in texts.
3.6

LANGUAGE STRUCTURES

The final element contributing to language comprehension is language structure—the
relationships between the words and sentences in a text. Looking back at the model of
skilled reading in Figure 1, it is evident there are many facets to language structures,
including knowledge of grammar, being able to make inferences, and having
knowledge of literacy concepts, such as what reading strategies to use for different
types of texts (e.g., poems versus informational texts). To simplify and streamline
these for the purpose of this chapter, they will be categorized as having to do with the
major components of language that are interconnected: form, content, and use (see
Bloom & Lahey, 1978).
3.6.1 Why language form is important
Language form comprises the rules for how words are structured (see ‘morphology’
described below) as well as the rules for the arrangement of words within sentences
and phrases (see ‘syntax’ described below). The act of constructing meaning while
reading is complex, so it is not surprising that morphology and syntax also contribute
to reading comprehension.
Morphology is the study of morphemes in a language. Not to be confused with
phonemes, which are the smallest units of sound in spoken words, morphemes are the
smallest units of meaning in words (to remember this, consider that “morphemes” and
“meaning” both begin with the letter “m”). Words contain one or more morphemes, or
units of meaning. For instance, “locate” is a word that is a freestanding morpheme
because it has just one unit of meaning and can stand on its own. By attaching another
morpheme, the suffix “-tion,” to create “location,” there are now two units of
meaning: “locate” and the action or condition of locating, “tion.” “Tion” is a bound
morpheme because its meaning depends on its connection to other words; it cannot
stand on its own. A third morpheme, the prefix “dis,” changes the meaning of the
word yet again—“dislocation.” In sum, the word “dislocation” is made up of three
morphemes, each of which contributes its own meaning. Similarly, “cat” is a
freestanding morpheme (a singular feline animal), but adding the bound morpheme—
s—signals a change in meaning and the reader now pictures more than one cat.
Another aspect of language form, syntax, is commonly referred to as grammar. It is
the combining and ordering of words in sentences and phrases that enables
comprehension of a text. For example, in English, when the article “a” or “an” appears
42

in a sentence, it is expected that a noun will follow. Syntax includes sentence
construction elements like statements, commands, and combined sentences as well as
particular sentence components such as nouns, adjectives, and prepositional phrases.
These are important for future teachers to know, because effective use of these will
allow students to comprehend text more successfully, and they will also allow students
to demonstrate command of the conventions of the language in their writing pieces.
3.6.2 Language forms Instruction
Typically, rules of morphology and syntax are taught directly. For example,
morphology instruction includes root words, prefixes, and suffixes along with
derivations of Greek and Latin roots (e.g., “chron” is the Greek root for “time” in
chronicle, synchronize, and “cred” is the Latin root for “believe” in creed, incredible,
credulous). Morphology charts of root words, prefixes, and suffixes can be compiled
over time and displayed on a wall so that students can refer to them while reading or
writing. Charts could feature a list of suffixes that indicate people nouns (e.g., -er, -or,
-cian, -ist), suffixes that create verbs (e.g., -ize, ify), or base words that change
spelling and pronunciation (e.g., sign/signature/design, deep/depth). Incidental
exposure to such morphology elements enhances word awareness (the act of noticing
and attending to features of words), vocabulary, and, of course, language
comprehension.
3.6.3 Why language content is important?
Language content that is comprised of the meaning of the relationships that
exist between words, phrases, and sentences is known as semantics. Semantics is
different from vocabulary because it extends beyond the individual meaning of words.
Note that once again, there is an “m” in this “semantics,” but it is in the middle of the
word, which may help you to remember it has to do with the meaning that ties words
(and sentences) together. Understanding the semantics of language enables
comprehension because it clarifies the content—the network of events and
relationships that exists in texts. For example, reading a sentence about a jug breaking
and glass being scattered all over the floor might cause confusion, since jugs are
typically not thought of as being made of glass.
3.6.4 Language content instruction
Semantics requires knowledge of vocabulary (a word’s meaning, and perhaps its
synonyms and antonyms), as well as syntax. Just as important is background
knowledge in order to form correct judgments about the context being read. Part of
this knowledge includes the meaning of humor, slang, idioms (i.e., combinations of
words having a figurative meaning as in “it’s raining cats and dogs” or “he was feeling
blue”), metaphors (a comparison of two things as in “she is my sunshine”) and similes
(comparisons of two things using “like” or “as” as in “her laughter is like sunshine”).
Languages have thousands of common and often subtle semantic attributes that
involve analogy, exaggeration, sarcasm, puns, and parables to convey world
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knowledge. Teachers can explicitly teach these attributes so that they are recognized
more readily, explicitly define particular sayings and expressions, and demonstrate
examples and nonexamples. For example, a teacher could demonstrate examples and
nonexamples of exaggeration (“I have a million papers to grade!” vs. “I have three
papers to grade”). As soon as schooling begins, semantic conventions should be
taught, such as in the way that “once upon a time” signals the beginning of a fairy tale.
Like vocabulary, the majority of semantic knowledge is derived from previous
experiences and background knowledge. Teaching students phrases through exposure
to discussions, reading, and other venues like television, movies, and online videos
does a lot to promote this language comprehension element.
3.6.5 Why language use is important?
Language use is termed pragmatics. Pragmatics are the rules of language that lead to
appropriate use in assorted settings and contexts. Each setting (e.g., school, home,
restaurant, job interview, playground) or context (e.g., greeting, inquiry, negotiation,
explanation) has a particular purpose. To communicate appropriately, students must
learn patterns of conversation and dialogue that occur in assorted settings. For
example, use of language can vary according to a person’s status, so whether talking
at home to a parent (a more casual use of language) or talking to a teacher at school, (a
more formal use of language), the setting and the status differ, and language use must
adapt accordingly. Understanding the nuances of pragmatics contributes to language
comprehension, which in turn enables a reader to recognize its uses in written text,
leading to more successful reading comprehension.
3.6.6 Language use instruction
The pragmatics of language use in school requires students to comprehend academic
language. Students, especially English language learners and students with social
difficulties, must comprehend the differences between conversation and academic
language. Students’ language use in assorted settings (e.g., playground conversations,
discussions with teachers) often requires teachers to provide clarification and
elaboration. Students can perform enjoyable skits demonstrating the differences in
language use in various situations and teachers can monitor and model language use as
students tell stories, describe events, or recount personal experiences.
3.7

IDENTIFYING THE TONE/VIEW-POINTS OF A WRITER

Imagine reading one long block of text, with each idea blurring into the next. Even if
you are reading a thrilling novel or an interesting news article, you will likely lose
interest in what the author has to say very quickly. During the writing process, it is
helpful to position yourself as a reader. Ask yourself whether you can focus easily on
each point you make. One technique that effective writers use is to begin a fresh
paragraph for each new idea they introduce.
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Paragraphs separate ideas into logical, manageable chunks. One paragraph focuses on
only one main idea and presents coherent sentences to support that one point. Because
all the sentences in one paragraph support the same point, a paragraph may stand on
its own. To create longer assignments and to discuss more than one point, writers
group together paragraphs.
Three elements shape the content of each paragraph:
1. Purpose. The reason the writer composes the paragraph.
2. Tone. The attitude the writer conveys about the paragraph’s subject.
3. Audience. The individual or group whom the writer intends to address.
4. The assignment’s purpose, audience, and tone dictate what the paragraph
covers and how it will support one main point. This section covers how
purpose, audience, and tone affect reading and writing paragraphs.
5. Identifying Common Academic Purposes
6. The purpose for a piece of writing identifies the reason you write a particular
document. Basically, the purpose of a piece of writing answers the question
“Why?” For example, why write a play? To entertain a packed theater. Why
write instructions to the babysitter? To inform him or her of your schedule and
rules. Why write a letter to your congressman? To persuade him to address
your community’s needs.
7. In academic settings, the reasons for writing fulfill four main purposes: to
summarize, to analyze, to synthesize, and to evaluate. You will encounter these
four purposes not only as you read for your classes but also as you read for
work or pleasure. Because reading and writing work together, your writing
skills will improve as you read. To learn more about reading in the writing
process, see Chapter 8 "The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?".
8. Eventually, your instructors will ask you to complete assignments specifically
designed to meet one of the four purposes. As you will see, the purpose for
writing will guide you through each part of the paper, helping you make
decisions about content and style. For now, identifying these purposes by
reading paragraphs will prepare you to write individual paragraphs and to build
longer assignments.
9. Summary Paragraphs
10. A summary shrinks a large amount of information into only the essentials. You
probably summarize events, books, and movies daily. Think about the last
blockbuster movie you saw or the last novel you read. Chances are, at some
point in a casual conversation with a friend, coworker, or classmate, you
compressed all the action in a two-hour film or in a two-hundred-page book
into a brief description of the major plot movements. While in conversation,
you probably described the major highlights, or the main points in just a few
sentences, using your own vocabulary and manner of speaking.
11. Similarly, a summary paragraph condenses a long piece of writing into a
smaller paragraph by extracting only the vital information. A summary uses
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only the writer’s own words. Like the summary’s purpose in daily
conversation, the purpose of an academic summary paragraph is to maintain all
the essential information from a longer document. Although shorter than the
original piece of writing, a summary should still communicate all the key
points and key support. In other words, summary paragraphs should be
succinct and to the point.
3.8

ANALYSIS PARAGRAPHS

An analysis separates complex materials in their different parts and studies how the
parts relate to one another. The analysis of simple table salt, for example, would
require a deconstruction of its parts—the elements sodium (Na) and chloride (Cl).
Then, scientists would study how the two elements interact to create the compound
NaCl, or sodium chloride, which is also called simple table salt.
Analysis is not limited to the sciences, of course. An analysis paragraph in academic
writing fulfills the same purpose. Instead of deconstructing compounds, academic
analysis paragraphs typically deconstruct documents. An analysis takes apart a
primary source (an essay, a book, an article, etc.) point by point. It communicates the
main points of the document by examining individual points and identifying how the
points relate to one another.
3.9

SYNTHESIS PARAGRAPHS

A synthesis combines two or more items to create an entirely new item. Consider the
electronic musical instrument aptly named the synthesizer. It looks like a simple
keyboard but displays a dashboard of switches, buttons, and levers. With the flip of a
few switches, a musician may combine the distinct sounds of a piano, a flute, or a
guitar—or any other combination of instruments—to create a new sound. The purpose
of the synthesizer is to blend together the notes from individual instruments to form
new, unique notes.
The purpose of an academic synthesis is to blend individual documents into a new
document. An academic synthesis paragraph considers the main points from one or
more pieces of writing and links the main points together to create a new point, one
not replicated in either document.
3.10

COHERENCE IN WRITING

Coherence is a variable that did not significantly predict organization scores. This
finding was not surprising. Although coherence is listed as something to think about
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when rating essays for organization, the content scale specifies logical connection
between ideas and the development of ideas as two important aspects. Through the
literature (i.e. Bamberg, 19831984; Carrell, 1982; Connor, 1984; Knoch, 2007;
Lee, 2002; Williams, 1981), a number of different definitions can be found, some of
which relate to the ideational connection between sentences, which is referred to in the
organization scale and some of which refer to topic development, which clearly
pertains to the content scale in these rating scales. Indeed, coherence as a construct is
not even well defined (Knoch, 2007; Lee, 2002). It appears that some consider local
coherence, the way it was defined for this study. Others seem to consider global
coherence, for example, topical development. In the analytic rating scales used in this
study, coherence is mentioned quite clearly as a defining property of organization;
however, coherence is not well defined in the rating scales. The possibility that raters
all have different working definitions of coherence certainly poses an issue for the test
statistics.
A significant finding of this study is the strong relationship between organization and
content. The scores on the content scale predicted the scores on the organization scale
to a greater extent than any of the organizational qualities analyzed. Currently, these
scales are too strongly related to be able to say that they are assessing different
constructs.
https://languagetestingasia.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/2229-0443-3-8
3.11
1.

2.

CHECK YOUR PORGRESS
What is the difference between Skimming and Scanning?
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
…………
Explain ‘Language Structures’.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
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3.

3.12

……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
Define Vocabulary and explain its importance.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
LET US SUM UP

Teachers must be ever mindful of the presence or absence of background knowledge
that students bring to the task. As important as it is for students to monitor their
comprehension, it is equally important for teachers to continually monitor each
student’s background knowledge and comprehension so that they can step in to build
and supply what is missing in their understanding. The value of the knowledge that
students bring to their reading should never be sacrificed for the sake of
comprehension strategy instruction. They must go hand in hand.
3.13
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