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Promoting English Language Competence Through

Fostering the Reading Habit
(ABSTRACT)
Reading is among the four language skills that are taught to students of English in Palestine. There are two types of reading activity: academic and recreational. But of the two, only the former is promoted because it is necessitated by the exigencies of modern day education in schools, colleges and universities. The other, being a nonacademic activity, is generally considered to be outside the teacher's domain and has consequently been neglected. The paucity too, of the data available on the contribution to recreational reading makes the acquisition of a second or foreign language, owes itself to the fact that recreational reading is seldom indulged in a foreign language, in addition to its nature as a highly individual and private activity. This tends to remove it from the sphere of the EFL researcher's interests and concerns. This paper examines the viability of recreational reading for facilitating optimum learning in English, especially in Palestine, where there are relatively meagre other nonacademic sources of input in the language.  The aim of the proposition is to create an awareness of the need to reverse the trend and to establish the reading habit as the proper concern of academic institutions.

Promoting English Language Competence Through
Fostering the Reading Habit
Aim of the Study

In spite of learning English for almost twelve years, the majority of students in Palestine, and in many other non-native English speaking countries, whether at schools or at universities, have failed to acquire a good standard of communicative competence in English. This study aims to pinpoint one of the major causes for this incompetence- that is lack of interest in reading. It also tries to promote awareness among the students themselves, teachers, administrators and parents regarding the value of reading. Moreover, it aims to prove that recreational reading is a very effective way students can take up in their free time which will eventually lead to tremendously improve their competence in English. Finally, this study provides a number of recommendations that will contribute to achieving that goal.  
INTRODUCTION:
For decades now, English has been established as mandatory in schools, colleges and universities in Palestine, its inclusion in the educational programme beginning at the elementary level. The academic curricula in English at all levels are frequently ambitious and aim at promoting a high degree of proficiency in the language. Yet, the results have been little more than the partial acquisition of the skills. Stern (1983) has underlined the features which characterize what it means 'to know a language', of which, three are mentioned here, namely, a) The language user knows the rules governing his native language and he can apply them without paying attention to them. b) The native speaker has an intuitive grasp of the linguistic, cognitive, affective and sociocultural meanings expressed by language forms. c) The native speaker spontaneously uses language for the purpose of communication and has an intuitive understanding of the sociolinguistic functions of a language in use.

This is the level, or one close enough, students in Palestine are expected to attain but part of the reason for their inability to do so is almost certainly because the status of English is that of a foreign, rather than a second, language. The distinction here is based on that drawn by Lewis and Massad (1975) that "in acquiring a foreign language, the student cannot rely on non institutional forces which, however, can be     relied on to advance the learning of a second language. Except in rare cases, the foreign language is learned in schools or not at all".

But times are changing. As Palestinians are being drawn into closer dialogue with speakers of languages other than Arabic, a larger number from among the educated will have to develop a higher level of competence in English than that which exists today. They will need what Doughty and Thornton (1973) have termed 'operational knowledge', which means they will have to add to their fundamental knowledge of English, a corresponding knowledge of its use in actual communicative practice. One aspect of this will involve the process described by Chomsky (1964) of internalizing a generative grammar which he has defined as "a system of rules that can be used in new and untried combinations to form new sentences and to assign semantic interpretations to new sentences."

But the problems that arise in that transition from theory to practice are chiefly pedagogical. The teaching of a language is overt and explicit. To know a language, on the other hand, rules must exist for the language-user in a nonexplicit form.  Teachers, however hard they may try, cannot internalize these rules in their students and sooner or later will have to concede defeat in the same, albeit reluctant, conclusion that Ridjanovic (1983) expressed: "Seriously, after years and years of teaching, I firmly believe that one learns most by concentrated self-teaching, with as little interference from anybody as possible. Guidance - yes; teaching - no, or almost no." 
What teachers can do in one sense is limited.  They can impart linguistic knowledge. But successful acquisition, upon which competent language use is dependent, is largely self-acquired. If the majority of students in Palestine have failed to acquire communicative competence in English despite years of study and the ubiquitous presence of English and its easy availability through films, documentaries, songs, magazines and novels, it is partly because they are unaware of the active role they must play in acquiring the language and partly because teachers and administrators, designers of textbooks and curricula, have failed to motivate them towards self-learning. 
Almost the only reason the majority of students have for learning English is to be able to communicate effectively in it, in order to qualify for future white collar jobs. However, creative language use and the ability to generate novel utterances hinge upon the fund of data or what Krashen and Terrell (1983) have termed 'input', speaker-users have on the language. Krashen has consistently argued that pleasure reading is an important source of comprehensible input for acquisition. The only requirement is that the story or main idea be comprehensible and the topic be something the student is genuinely interested in, that he would read in his first language (Krashen 1982, p. 164). Communicative competence cannot be derived from a meagre input. But there is a marked disparity between what students receive as input in English in the classroom and what, in terms of self-expression, they might want to produce as utterances. Because insufficient use is made of the available means of making the learning of English of practical value, what little motivation there may have existed initially to learn this language is destroyed.  The root of the problem of acquiring English lies in the way the receptive skills of listening and reading are taught, for they alone afford learners extensive opportunities of observing how the English language works, before putting that knowledge to practical test through the generative skills of speaking and writing. Mori (2002) says that students with limited opportunities to use the target language inevitably have to rely on written texts as a major source of input.
When English is learnt almost exclusively in the artificial environment of an academic setting, the greatest potential for input is in reading and the valuable contribution of teachers lies in its successful promotion, both as a skill and as a habit.  This distinction is important. First, students have to learn the skill of reading. This involves knowing the relationship between orthography and phonology, of being able to decipher syntactic and semantic cues, and mastering the strategies aiding fluency, accuracy and comprehension. Second, for the skill to become a habit, motivation through the selection and provision of varied and interesting materials must be sustained. The guidance of the teacher, in both the mastery of the mechanics of reading and the maintenance of a habit-sustaining motivation is vital.

It can be argued that this effort can be equally expended on the other receptive skill, listening. But the practical advantages of reading in English for speakers of other languages outnumber those of listening.  Norris (1970) has listed a number of them:

1) Written forms often differentiate homophones and word junctures that are     

   obscured in speech.

      2) Dialectal variations in spelling and syntax are few and minor.

      3) Expository writing makes use of a more unlimited range of sentence types than

   speech,

      4) Writing is permanent not transient in time.

     5) Written English provides more background information than does informal speech.

      6) Writing does not distract the readers by requiring them to formulate a response.

To these, Gurrey (1955) has added two language learning abilities that reading especially fosters. These are the learning of new words and the quick grasp of meaning. He has pointed out that language teachers often retard the development of this ability by telling students the meanings rather than leaving them alone to infer them from the context. But the skill of inferring does not develop in an atmosphere of boredom, if what the students are reading is too dull to make that effort of comprehension worthwhile. On the other hand, if what students read is of interest to them, then according to Broughton et al. (1980), the language of what they read will ring in their heads, the patterns of collocation and idiom will be established almost painlessly with a range and intensity of language, without the constraints of lock-step teaching and multiple repetitions.
AFFECTIVE FACTORS INVOLVED IN THE PROCESS OF RECREATIONAL READING:
If the keynote to successful reading is interest, then this will explain why, despite its advantages, there has not been signal success with reading in a country where the only reading that is encouraged in almost wholly of an academic kind.  To be inculcated as a skill, reading must be extensive and to be sustained as a habit, reading texts must provide both variety and interest.  By reading extensively learners improve their vocabulary and also realize the need to read something interesting and they can understand. Brown (2000) insists that the more learners read the more skilful and fluent they become. Further he says familiarity leads to authenticity, automaticity to speed and fluency. Krashen (1994) argues that extensive reading leads to language acquisition, provided that there is adequate exposure to the language, interesting material and a relaxed and tension free atmosphere. So while reading as a skill is mostly developed in academic institutions, reading as a habit is fostered in the less threatening environment of the home, thereby removing the acquisition of English from the inhibiting constraints of the classroom.  
The value of recreational reading for students who have few other means of access to input in English, is in accord with the practical as well as psychological dimensions of successful language acquisition. Recreational reading ensures the learner's a) autonomy b) in an optimal language environment c) and promotes perceptual learning d) which will help them learn by observing certain complex behaviour in action e) in a period which is receptive, where the perceived data on language is stored as input. 
a) Autonomy:
The importance of autonomy or learner-control in the acquisition of English has been grossly underestimated in Palestine and subsequently neglected. Students are rarely allowed any initiative in the English classroom nor do they wish for it. Yet independence, responsibility and autonomy are key words in the composite of the learner and the language learning process that Stevick (1969) outlined. Recreational reading facilitates a good degree of individual control because learners can choose what they want to read and decide why they want to read it, regardless of what for their teachers may constitute good taste and useful information. Thanasoulas (2000) states that the autonomous learner takes a proactive role in the learning process, generating ideas and availing himself of learning opportunities, rather than simply reacting to various stimuli of the teacher. Little (1991) says that autonomous learners are expected to assume greater responsibility for, and take charge of, their own learning.
 b) The setting:

The setting is of importance in as much that little profitable learning takes place in situations learners perceive as threatening.  The home or places where recreational reading is usually done provide an atmosphere at once congenial and conducive to relaxed and consequently more informative and entertaining reading. Such reading too, creates its own natural language environment, if the definition of such an environment is based on Burt and Dulay (1969), who have said, "A natural language environment exists wherever the focus of the speakers is on the content of the communication rather than on the language itself". Coincidentally, this is also the basis of input, which for Krashen and the proponents of the Natural Approach, constitutes the most important element in the process of language acquisition. According to the input hypothesis, "language acquisition can only take place when a message that is being transmitted is understood, i.e., when the focus is on what is being said rather than on the form of the message", (Krashen and Terrell, 1983). By implication, this means that English language learners can get more out of a Tom and Jerry comic book or a Sherlock Holmes story in terms of learning English than from the most worthy textbooks that can be devised for them.
c) Perceptual learning: 
The kind of learning that is triggered off in the processing of input in this kind of reading activity is perceptual. Perceptual learning and development can be characterized in four important ways. First, it is adaptive to the needs of the person. Second, it is active. We use our receptor systems - our hands, eyes and ears - to explore, to search for the useful information. Third, it is selective. Not all the potential information in stimulation is effective. The information is rich; we learn to extract what has utility for reducing uncertainty for our way of life. Finally, in accord with its definition, perceptual learning progresses towards better and better differentiation. What may be originally amorphous or confusable with something else comes to be perceived as structured and more specific, in closer correspondence with information in stimulation (Gibson and Levin, 1975, p.14). Perceptual learning is productive learning. It adapts and assimilates the rich and varied input derived from extensive reading through a selective process that is highly individualized and personalized because it satisfies learner needs rather than fulfilling teacher expectations. In a manner similar to very young children learning to make sense of the bewildering world around them, perceptual learning enables learners to impose coherent patterns upon the initially confused and shifting impressions that is consequent upon the reception of language data in the early stages. When grammar patterns thus begin to assume an intelligible form and lexical items comprehensibility, this perception of the interdependence of structure and meaning provides the resources that underlie flexible and creative communicative performance.
d) Perceptual learning makes it possible for students to learn-in the sense of acquiring competence-certain very complex behaviour by mere observation of that behaviour in use, (Newmark, 1966). The process of learning a first language is facilitated greatly by the ample opportunities individuals have of observing how fellow members of the society behave in that language. Behaviour is seldom taught. It is learned through imitation. That imitation is largely individual. That is to say, individuals learn through their unique perception of life so that even the way they learn to use their language characterizes their individuality as much as anything else about them. A process similar to this has to take place even when any other language is to be learned. Since language can be acquired largely through perceptual learning, it is the responsibility of the academic institutions which promote the learning of other languages to afford opportunities for a period of observation before linguistic behaviour is put into practice. The kinds of reading texts suggested below provide samples of linguistic behaviour for study and for perceptual learning.

e) It may be inferred that input is initially acquired during the receptive period of language learning. Krashen (1981) has observed elsewhere that children are usually allowed to go through a 'silent period' during which they build up acquired competence through active listening. Several scholars have suggested that providing such a silent period for all performers in second language acquisition would be beneficial. However, for learners of English in Palestine, the opportunities for listening are not extensive. They rarely hear English spoken outside the classroom and the practice, introduced early, of using translation as a means of comprehending English means they benefit little even from English programmes on T.V. Most students  I have spoken with on the subject, confess that they either rely on subtitles in Arabic or infer the story from the action, but seldom listen to the dialogue or commentary in the case of documentaries. In such circumstances, with proper training, reading provides for better facilities for that 'silent period' and the conditions favourable for receptivity and perceptual learning.
Reading Texts: 
If the potential in recreational reading can be harnessed to become a chief contributory factor in the acquisition of English in Palestine, then the question of the nature of what is to be prescribed for reading is relevant. The first essential criterion is that the reading texts in question have what Abe et al. (1985, pp322-323) have termed 'authenticity'. An authentic document, according to them, is one that has not been specifically produced for any didactic purpose but rather "one which has been produced as a message in a real communication situation". They add, "An authentic document is like a photograph of a given discourse at a particular moment in time, and once taken, has its own existence.  It is not in itself 'reality' but is an adequate representation of it and together with other photographs help us to build up an overall picture of what that reality is like". The richness of variety that can be found in authentic materials and the fact that they are unconnected with any particular technique or academic constraints leave individuals free to carry out that process of acquisition in any aspect of the language they may choose. Kilickaya (2004) summarizes the advantages of using authentic materials as follows: They have a positive effect on learner motivation; they provide authentic cultural information; they provide exposure to real language; they relate more closely to learner's needs; and finally they support a more creative approach to teaching.

The second criterion is that the reading texts have a pragmatic value and are so structured that, in the words of Oller and Oller (1969), they provide "full-fledged contexts of living where utterances have values and meanings by virtue of the integration into the purposes, the conflicts and the relationships of people". In short, novels and stories with a definite sequence of actions, characters engaged in conflict and dialogue that mirrors the complexity of relationships and the clash of ideas against the background of sociocultural values, are strong contenders in terms of interest and the input they provide of language and of linguistic behaviour in a natural environment.  But as Broughton et al. (1980) point out, the kind of fiction that is being discussed here is the popular contemporary kind, not Robinson Crusoe or Oliver Twist or even simplified versions of such literature. 
The primary aim in fostering the reading habit in a second or foreign language should be the acquisition of the language, not spiritual and intellectual enrichment and refinement, however desirable that may seem to teachers. It is when, out of the best motives, students are forced to struggle to comprehend sophisticated concepts in an unfamiliar language that the aim of reading backfires. It was noted at a conference in Cambridge in 1962, "If they can't cope with the best, let them cope with the second best ... it is much better to see them getting something out of a book that will not do them any harm than getting nothing out of a book that might do them good if only they knew what to do with it" (Press, 1962 P.39). For students in Palestine especially, there is a special relevance in promoting the use of popular writings in English because no nativized, to borrow Kachru's term, form of English exists here and Strevens (1980, p90) has pointed out that in such situations "the most suitable pedagogical model is usually a native speaker model".

One particularly important aspect of reading light fiction is in the provision novels and stories make in giving meaning in discourse the relevant sociocultural contexts. What happens in a narrative does not take place in a void. It involves specific times and places, people and action, rendered concrete in words. Even the non-linguistic features of setting, situation, participants, phatic communication (i.e., verbal and visual gestures) that surround communicative interaction and lend it force are made explicit through the medium of language. "Communications," says Richards (1986), "consists of different genres of discourse, such as conversations, discussions, debates, descriptions, narratives and instructions (p.89). Often narrative techniques incorporate any or all of the above in various forms. Dialogue in fiction for Ohmann (1971) consists of a series of "quasi speech acts".  He is of the opinion that "a literary work is a discourse whose sentences lack the illocutionary forces that would normally attach to them" (p.179). He asserts that the felicity conditions on 'real' speech acts do not necessarily hold for speech acts in literary texts. Nevertheless, the utterances of characters can and do reveal idiomatic and idiosyncratic uses of language, intensional and extensional meanings, dialectal and gender differences and even social registers.                

Orthographic cues distinguish the phonological characteristics of various dialects. Not all of this input may be of relevance to the needs of the learners. But in learning a language, it is difficult to specify what may be necessary and what may not be because as Widdowson (1979, p.156) points out, "For someone to correctly interpret discourse, he needs to be able to recognize conditions in situations he has never encountered before, and the manner in which these give value to structures he may never have specifically associated with these situations in the past.  Linguistic ability must be essentially creative. The acquisition of communicative competence involves the learning of interpretative procedures whereby particular situational or contextual factors are recognized as realizations of conditions which determine the communicative function of linguistic elements".
In learning to interpret discourse in English, students in Palestine "will have to learn to categorize familiar things without the benefit of any point of reference in their own culture. It may be that it is hardly possible for them to entertain the idea that words in different languages are equivalent to one another' (Wilkins, 1972. p.121).  Whether or not, what students are being asked to read has any immediate relevance to what is required of them academically or even in their personal lives, they are using that input derived from their reading to build up schemata in English. This will allow for the organization of information in long-term memory and provide them with the basis for prediction, because schemata, as defined by Widdowson (1983) are "kinds of stereotype images which we map on to actuality in order to make sense of it and to provide it with a coherent pattern" (pp.34-5). Because narrative discourse encompasses within itself the extra linguistic contexts upon which schemata is built, it fulfils the two stages of learning in the process of language acquisition that Quirk (1962) has identified as essential. "The first stage aims at comprehensibility and the second at conformity" (p.103).  That is to say, students not only learn to comprehend the language, they also learn to conform to acceptable patterns of linguistic behaviour.

Though the inclusion of literature courses in the academic curricula aims at facilitating just such a process, unfortunately, there is a marked disparity between what teachers of English literature hope to achieve and what they actually do achieve with literature courses. The problem has been neatly summed up by Stratta et al. (1971), who say, "The temptation in developing more complex responses for teachers to treat literature as though it were another factual subject or else turn away from the unalloyed pleasure of uncritical reading and focus exclusively on interpretation at a cognitive level. The demands of external examinations coupled with their own experience as university students can lead teachers to emphasize detailed minutiae of characterization, and retelling of incidents from the plot and facts about the period; or to require generalizations on the overall meaning of the text, detailed observations on imagery, and even the unravelling of knotty cruxes. While not wishing to suggest that such matters have no place, we are concerned to ask whether these often assume such a magnitude in the teaching of literature as to be destructive of the less sophisticated pleasures of uncritical reading from which they sprang. If the experience of literature loses its enjoyment, it will be discarded as irrelevant" (pp. 40-41). 
In 1975, Widdowson advocated the teaching of literature as a form of discourse to be taught in conjunction with other forms of discourse so that "the uniqueness of literary discourse is revealed by relating it to conventional forms of language use". He deplored the tendency in literature teachers to attempt to achieve the high aims - i.e., the cultural and moral implications that underlie literary discourse-directly before learners had acquired an awareness of how literary discourse worked. Such an approach, he felt, only succeeded in mystifying students who had "no way of linking the concepts and aesthetic effects being talked about with their own experience of language" (p. 82).
But the chief problem with literary courses is not merely at the level of language.  It stems from the fact that the reading skill is so inadequately taught in Palestine that most of the students, even at colleges and universities, can barely read simple texts in English. Consequently, they are unable to develop the level of competence in reading that the comprehension of literary discourse demands because years of arduously matching a poorly inculcated skill against the advanced content of their prescribed reading has ensured little likelihood of the popularity of reading in general. The scenario, familiar in English classrooms in this country is one that has been well-described by Rivers (1968) "... In classes where the reading skill is not taught carefully through the various stages of development ... students are forced too soon into attempting to read advanced foreign-language texts. Even though these books may contain material which should be of interest to the students, it is very frequently expressed in language which they cannot possibly understand without the help of a dictionary. All their attention is devoted to this time-consuming activity so that the most they gain from the experience is a certain amount of information of which they retain the minimum that is necessary for the comprehension of the central theme".

RECOMMENDATIONS:
The status quo will continue indefinitely unless systematic revision is made in the reading programmes in Palestine, the starting point for reform being at the fundamental levels of the three strategies that readers in English employ according to Goodman (1969), namely, a) graphic, b) syntactic and c) semantic. 
a) The first step in reading is graphic, when the sounds of the English language are identified in relation to the printed symbols that represent them. This means that the sound represented by each letter of the alphabet must be taught in conjunction with the phonic variations that result through a combination of letters. This will help distinguish, for example, the sound of A in hat, hate, heat, hawk, haste, etc. The reward of a painstaking and methodical introduction to phonology and orthography at the early stages of reading lies in the correct identification of the pronunciation even of words never encountered before. This, however, cannot be achieved with the current teaching methods in schools that ignore the integral relationship between spelling and pronunciation or the use of textbooks that attempt the teaching of the reading skill through pictures and illustrations with accompanying captions and dialogue that haphazardly jumble phonically disparate words, with no instruction whatsoever on the phonological rules of the English language and their representation through the alphabet. This lack of system at the very primary stages of reading is at the heart of much of the resultant chaos that beset its successful promotion in this country. 
b) The second stage in reading is at the level of syntax as a prelude to the decoding of meaning. Students have to be taught to use pattern markers such as function words and inflectional suffixes as cues to recognize and predict structures. The purpose of the signals represented by punctuation marks must be understood. Since the underlying or deep structure of written and oral languages are the same, students must gain the ability to infer the deep structure as they read so that they may arrive at meaning.

c) The third reading strategy is semantic. In order to derive meaning from language, the language-user must be able to provide semantic input. This means for the non-English speaking students, the subject of the reading materials should be of high interest and, at least initially, till an adequate competence in reading is gained, should avoid special language uses such as literature. On the other hand, the simple and frequently repetitive language of folk tales, both local and foreign, adapt themselves very easily to the needs of the beginner-readers. Besides stimulating interest, their familiar themes provide ready input for the successful decoding of meaning.

Only when these areas are sufficiently mastered can the stage be set for independent reading. Except in cases of dyslexia or other reading disabilities, most students, when given the knowledge of the phonological code of the English language and the ability to decipher words on their own, discover in books that they can read for themselves and enjoy a sense of achievement that impels them towards self-learning. But for that transition to materialize, facilities must be made possible wherever feasible, for the availability of literature of a non-academic kind - storybooks, comics, youth magazines, novels, etc. taking age, gender and interest factors into consideration.  Library hours must be incorporated into the academic schedule, for till the taste for reading is cultivated, teachers have to ensure that students are given opportunities to read. It has been suggested by Krashen and Terrell (1983) that some reading assignments may actually require that the teacher not assign questions because such questions can take the pleasure out of pleasure reading. At least some, if not a great deal of reading should be strictly voluntary and self-motivated, the teacher's role being only to provide the texts from which the student can make a selection.

It is sometimes argued that questions are necessary in order to provide practice on certain structures and vocabulary, the fear being that unless such practice is provided, these items will not be retained. But doing this can backfire, the extra drill may discourage further reading in the target language, thus ensuring that the items of concern will indeed not be seen again (Krashen and Terrell, 1983).

At the college level Knutson (1998) aptly states that to encourage light reading in a foreign language, foreign language departments can provide a library or resource where students can browse and take out reading material of interest. It is also possible to incorporate some free outside reading into course syllabi.

CONCLUSION:

The aims of a reading programme in English should be "to enable students to read without help unfamiliar authentic texts, at appropriate speed silently and with adequate understanding" (Nuttall, 1982, p.21).  The implications in this is that control should be gradually assigned to the students, but the only way to accomplish that is by ensuring that they will want to continue to read on their own. Frank Smith (1975, p.186) states that 'Reading can be learned only through reading". He also asserts that if reading is essential for learning to read, then reading should be made as easy as possible. Reading is made difficult when readers are required to put too much information into long-term memory, which is certainly the case with classroom reading where the emphasis on acquiring and retaining new information interferes with comprehension. In selecting a text, therefore, one should cater for readability, suitability of content and exploitability. Texts which meet such criteria contribute to the motivating force without which a good reading habit cannot be maintained.  Motivation is the key psychological factor in the process of habit formation. Habits for Dechant and Smith (1977) are formed "through some act that satisfies a motivating condition.....once well-formed, habits no longer need to draw on other motives for energy. They acquire their own ability to energize. A child learns to read because he is motivated by basic personal needs. But gradually as he becomes skilled in reading, reading acquires a motivating force of its own". However, such a stage will not be reached unless textbooks and pedagogical methods are geared to a proper teaching of reading and provisions are made for greater flexibility and availability in the selection of reading materials in academic institutions. Without the establishment of a sound reading habit, the acquisition of English as a foreign language will remain seriously impoverished.
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