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The way we learn has a great deal to do with the reading process. We need to know
some language before we can read, but we also learn language by reading. The in-
formation in this chapter will help you

® Understand the process of learning language.
® Understand the important role of reading in that process.

® Understand benefits of identifying the type of reading before you read.

How WE LEARN LANGUAGE

Most people learn language in the following order: (1) listening, (2) speaking,
(3) reading, and (4) writing. In other words, a newborn baby first hears language,
then tries to imitate it by speaking. This is accomplished quite easily and naturally
for most people, and youngsters talk and understand their native language fairly
well at only 2 to 4 years of age. Think about it: children who have never been to
school, never completed a homework assignment, have language skills.
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A few important lessons are here for us: first, listening must precede speaking.
We cannot imitate sounds we have not heard. This means that we cannot usually
speak better than we can listen. Second, oral language is based on sounds. Someone
speaks sounds, and someone clse hears them and understands them. Listening and
speaking are, then, really two sides of the same coin, the oral language coin.

Speaking

«

Listening

Let’s look at an example. A child repeatedly hears the word door. “Open the
door” “Don’t slam the door.” “Please lock the door” A child understands what a
door is (in whatever language is spoken). Soon the child can then say the word door
and know what it means. Conversation about doors is now possible.

When we turn to written language, the analogy can be made that reading and
writing are two sides of the same written language coin.

Writing

Reading

When something is written, it is put down in code (written symbols that we call
letters). A reader then decodes, or reads, them. Again, some important lessons are
learned here: just as in the analogy about listening and speaking, we cannot usually
write better than we can read. When we read, we see the letters that represent the
sounds of the language and connect the sounds and symbols. When writing, we
make the symbols that represent sounds. In the example used above, a reader must
connect the sound of door to the four letters that represent this sound in English.
We also must realize that reading and writing are more difficult for most people



The Reading Process % 3

than listening and speaking. Writing is probably the most difficult thing we can do
with a language.

Also, the all-important step between oral language and written language must
be bridged because we cannot usually read at a level above our oral language skill.
Let’s go back to the example about the door. Because a child knows the sound of the
word door and understands what it refers to, he or she can use the word. However,
the child still needs to connect that sound to the letters door in order to read it. Fi-
nally, the child must write the four letters in door so that someone else can read it.

The process for learning language can be diagramed this way:

1. Listening

>Oral Language
2. Speaking
3. Reading

>Writte n Language
4. Writing

This information may sound very technical, but it is helpful to understand the
demands placed upon you to read and write. Congratulate yourself for the ability
you have in this area now because reading and writing are the most difficult pro-
cesses to perform in language. Then realize that you can become a better reader
(and writer) by reading. Reading is a free lesson in writing as well as in reading.
When you read, you might think you are merely gaining information or enjoying a
story, but you are also practicing reading, learning vocabulary, and seeing the writ-
ten symbols that represent the sounds you know. You are seeing the language
spelled, punctuated, and correctly divided into paragraphs. On the written lan-
guage coin, reading is comparable to listening: it is the basis of writing just as listen-
ing is the basis of speaking. Treat reading as a natural, easy way to improve both
reading and writing. Enjoy stories and informational articles. You will gain knowl-
edge, become a more fluent reader, learn more about writing, and build vocabulary.

In Read and Respond, we offer structured techniques to improve reading and
writing skills. However, the number one piece of advice we have is to find a topic
you enjoy and read about it. Take advantage of the skill you have and start practic-
ing it by reading whatever interests you.
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ReADING Two TyPEs OF WRITING

Authors write for four main purposes: (1) to tell a story, (2) to describe, (3) to
explain, and (4) to argue or persuade. Often these purposes are combined: stories
contain description, for example, and articles that explain a position (exposition)
often contain persuasive techniques. Although it might be useful to differentiate all
types at times, such as ina debate class, it is probably helpful to most readers and
writers to focus on just two writing types: narrative and non-narrative. This is true
because narrative, even if it contains description, is a story or account organized in
time (chronology). Non-narrative text is organized logically with main ideas and
major details and uses a variety of organizational patterns. If you begin a reading
assignment by first determining whether it is narrative or non-narrative, you will
have a better idea of the best way to read the assignment.

Looking to see whether writing is narrative or non-narrative is the first step in
previewing. Previewing is an importantstep to improve your reading. This strategy
involves looking for meaningful comprehension clues before you read a passage.
You will learn different methods of previewing in the chapters of Read and Respond,
but you can start off by simply determining whether you have narrative or non-
narrative material to read.

NARRATIVE WRITING

We recognize narrative writing mainly by time markers, words or phrases that
indicate time and time shifts. The classic start of a fairytaleis “Onceuponatime.. o
Here are other examples of common time markers:

At10:30 a.m.. .. In the morning ...

Later that day . .. After dinner. ..

Ten minutes later . .. Before he left the house . ..
EXAMPLE 1.1

Notice the time markers that are in boldface type in the following paragraph:

WV hen | was sixteen years old Patrick Olson asked me out on a date. |t was to be
my first real date. We decided to go ice skating and then to a late movie. All day
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long my mom helped me get ready for the big date. However, when Patrick arrived
at six o’clock sharp, my dad was not there to ask him questions about where we
were going and what time he would have me home.It’s not that Dad did not want to
be there; he just lived too far away.

COMMENT: The references to time as well as the information given make it clear
that this is a narrative paragraph.

Sometimes what appears to be a narrative in your initial preview is just a narra-
tive lead-in to a non-narrative essay. For example, read the following textbook se-
lection and notice that it begins with a narrative. However, in the last paragraph,
there is a shift to a non-narrative essay. The three-paragraph narrative is a lead-in
that provides an example of the point the author is making in the rest of the essay.

EXAMPLE 1.2

David Hoffman and Kathleen McKinney met in the first grade in 1930 in Detroit,
Michigan. David's family was one of the few Jewish families in Detroit;Kathleen came
from a large Irish Catholic community. David's parents, Joseph and Ida, emigrated
from Germany in 1928 and joined a small community of immigrant Jews who were
active in the Beth Israel congregation. Joseph financially provided for the family, and
Ida took care of the home.

Kathleen’s family was active in St. Mary's Catholic church,but she attended Jeffer-
son Memorial Elementary School, the same school David Hoffman attended. . . .

During high school, Kathleen and David started dating. They did not tell their sib-
lings, families, or friends, but they saw each other at school whenever they could. As
their relationship became more serious, they anticipated their families would be
against their union. Nevertheless, they felt very strongly about staying together,and
just before David was to leave for college, they eloped.

Religion is a powerful and pervasive force in shaping families. The 1997 World
Values Survey indicates that Americans are among the most religious in the world
(Americans Are Churchgoers |1998);over 90 percent of Americans indicate some reli-
gious identification (Gallup and Castelli 1 989).n addition,over 44 percent of Amer-
icans,compared [with] about one quarter of British and French,attend church regu-
larly (Americans Are Churchgoers 1998). . . .

From Price, McKenry, and Murphy, Families Across Time. Copyright © Roxbury Publish-
ing. Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.



















