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Abstract

University level students in Libya are not exposed to independent reading materials from other
resources as parts of their university level. In reading courses, Libyan English as a Foreign

Language (EFL) learners are expected to develop reading habits that enable them to absorb
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information. To do so, they are required to develop adequate language level to comprehend texts.

Critical reading that demands questioning to process the meaning of texts is not prioritized in
Libyan tertiary classrooms. For these reasons building Libyan English language learners’ ability
to read critically is really challenging. Directing reading courses to focus on critical reading have

been a demanded part of English language programs for university students in Libya.

The main purpose of this paper is to investigate the effectiveness of implementing reading
activities that can be implemented in Libyan university reading classes to encourage Libyan
teachers and learners to go beyond the basic reading skill that include decoding the basic meaning
of texts and incorporate critical thinking while reading. The activities involved reading literary
materials to encourage Libyan EFL learners to discuss their reading by working collaboratively
with their peers. To provide background of the approach, the first part of the paper presents
common problems found in the Libyan EFL tertiary classroom. Then the second part focuses on
the innovative activities into Libyan EFL literary reading classes. The suggested activities are
considered innovative because they have not been implemented in most Libyan language learning
settings. Additionally, Libyan EFL learners responded positively towards the activities. The paper
concludes by discussing the implications of the approach that can be applied to similar contexts of

English language learning.

Introduction

Reading is a complex cognitive process to construct meaning. It requires more than decoding
graphic symbols of texts. In all languages, the interaction between the reader and the text is shaped
by the reader’s prior knowledge and experiences which are influenced by cultural and social
communities. When readers are dealing with texts not written in their first language, they may
encounter a lack of familiarity with the cultural and social contexts of the foreign language (Pardo,
2004; Nassaji, 2003, Carrell, 1987).

Based on this perspective, meaning of language is determined by actual contexts. Such contexts
include not only surrounding words but also purposes, values, and social interactions that are most
related to understand the current contexts. In this case, reading comprehension needs to go beyond
internal relations of words within the text. It must be rooted in the simulations of deeds and
interactions of the real social worlds (Gee, 2001). Thus, the meaning of language forms involves

intersubjective dialogic interactions. Intersubjectivity involves interaction with a more capable
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peer to enable individuals to take a different perspective from that they already have through

dialogic exchanges that guide criticality of the reading texts.

The suggested approach is inherited in the social constructivists’ views of learning prioritizing
the role of dialogic exchanges for critical reading of texts. It investigates how learners’ schematic
activation by the teacher through cooperation between the teacher and the learners and the

interaction among the learners themselves supports the critical reading of short stories.

Literature review: Reading in EFL Contexts

Research has revealed that English language learners are often motivated to develop their oral
language skills i.e. the ability to listen and speak. Mori (2002) conducted a research in Japan to
mvestigate learners’ motivation to read in English. He found that learners’ motivation to read in
English is not significantly different from their motivation to read in their first language. The
findings of Yamashita are mn line with the results of Mori. The researcher argues that learners’
attitudes towards reading in their first language affect their attitudes towards the foreign language
they are learning. In Libya, to the researcher’s knowledge, no earlier research investigated Libyan
EFL learners’ attitudes and motivation towards reading. However, from the researcher’s personal
experience, these findings support the Libyan language learning situation in which learners intend
to develop their listening and speaking skills. Many Libyan EFL learners stress that they aim to

improve their speaking more than reading in English.

It can be argued that Libyan EFL learners are demotivated by the way reading literary texts are
taught in the English classroom (Mohamed, 2017). In university learning settings, teaching reading
is conducted in a traditional way in which teachers make an analysis of the text language to be
memorized by the learners (El-Naili, 2006, Elbadri,2009). Moreover, Libyan learners are often
asked to answer related questions with the teacher guidance involving low level of thinking.
Teachers are considered the main source of knowledge to provide the complete correct answers.
Such an activity is also a typical task that is regularly used in English literature tests to assess
learners’ understanding. Accordingly, it can be argued that Libyan learners at this educational level
study literary texts to get grades to pass their official exams. It can be argued that this is because
of the traditional teaching approach adopted in Libya in which learners are instructed to receive
information and work individually therefore they are prepared more to pass their exams personally
rather than to work collaboratively to discuss and think critically about the text content.
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Moreover, many Libyan EFL learners do not read extensively in their Arabic first language
(Mohamed, 2017, Abu-baker,2012). As a result, when they enter university and specialized in
English, they feel overwhelmed when teachers place expectations on them to become independent
readers. They also lack familiarity with the different genres of literary texts including poetry,
drama and fiction because teachers rely heavily on textbooks as the source of their teaching
(Elnaili, 2006, Elbadri. 2009, Mohamed, 2017). Consequently, learners are exposed only to
traditional pedagogic approaches that prioritize responses to comprehension questions without

thinking deeply about what they read to develop lower order thinking skills.

Teaching EFL reading

Learners’ perceptions of reading at the university level are determined by the way reading is
taught. Widodo (2009) stresses that reading teachers should use interesting reading texts and
mvolving reading tasks that develop learners’ thinking skills. Tasks involve pre, while and post
activities In line with social constructivists’ views that stress the role of social interaction for
learning and development, Widodo also stresses group work to collaborate for reading with
teachers’ guidance and scaffolding. Anderson (2001) also argues that when learners read together
they are combining their earlier knowledge and skill learning from each other and build mutual
understanding of the content.

Using appropriate reading materials is one of the essential decision for reading teachers
(Lindsay & Knight, 2006). For Anderson (2008), teachers need to select reading materials which
are just above the learners’ current level, where they should be capable to comprehend 75% of the
text content. Nation (2007) similarly argues that meaningful reading of texts happens when some
parts of the text language are unknown to the readers stressing extensive reading for language
learners. The way reading is taught also requires teachers to present their reading lesson with
carefully designed reading tasks that scaffold learners’ reading ability and develop their thinking
skills. The suggested approach for reading pedagogy by Lindsay and Knight (2006) and by
Mohamed (2017) involves well planned activities for the three well known reading stages: pre-
while and post reading stages which considered as an innovative development in the Libyan
context. These stages include activities that should provide a step by step instructions to scaffold

learners’ meaningful critical reading.
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Interactive collaborative approach for critical reading in Libya

Dialogic exchanges as used in the suggested activities emphasize the importance of providing
learners with opportunities to talk and interact with others in the learning sessions for expressing
their thinking and developing an understanding (Lantolf; 2005). Learners’ dialogues are

emphasized in all the three stages described below.

The pre-reading stages is based on activating learners’ prior learning or background knowledge
related to the information in the text. This is based on the psycholinguistic interactive reading
process of schema theory. Schema theory conceptualizes the role of learners’ existing learning for
a successful comprehension of the new information in the text. Nassji (2002) emphasizes that pre
reading stage is ‘a process of mapping the information from the text onto these pre-existing
knowledge structures, and that knowledge-based processes are predictive and reader-driven’ (444).
Activities usually include presenting new vocabulary, brainstorming related ideas and a
questioning. These activities are maintained before reading with an intention of building relevant
language and content knowledge related to the text (Lindsay & Knight, 2006, Mohamed, 2017).

The while-reading stage involves the learners to read the text in order to get the meaning of the
new information. Mohamed (2017) emphasizes teacher and learner dialogic exchanges through
questioning during this stage. Language exchanges can be used to guide learners’ interaction
towards development and understanding. However, Bellamy and Woolsey (1998) caution that not
all conversations lead to learning. They propose that only exploratory talk in which learners can
ask questions and articulate their understanding is effective. Palincsar (1998) adds that articulation
of understanding involves communicating with others to create meaningful explanation and

justifications of new knowledge.

Accordingly, dialogic exchanges are used as scaffolding procedure to engage the learners in
discussions for negotiating the meaning with the help of their teacher to guide the learners to deeper
levels of understanding and provide learning opportunities. Learners, therefore, are not ‘the
processors of input or producers of output’ (Gibbons, 2003, p. 248). Rather, dialogues are used to
create opportunities for thinking and for mediating learning in order to provide deeper

understanding.

The post reading stage can include different activities to check learners understanding of the

text. Teachers can have their learners answer related questions. Sunggingwati and Nguyen (2013)
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emphasize the role of questioning in post reading stage by asserting cognitively challenging
questions that involve learners’ interpretations. They discourage the direct use of information from
the text and encourage inferring, predicting and evaluating questions that promote dialogic
exchanges and critical thinking (Widodo, 2009). Activities of post reading stage in the present
investigation writing a different ending, sequencing the events in the text and conducting group
discussions about information or events in the text (Lindsay & Kbnight, 2006; Widodo, 2009).
Learners also provide feedback about their understanding of the text and skills they have

developed. The post reading stage aims to extend the readers’ understanding of the text.

Applying the new approach in the Libyan classroom

The participant sampling

Using the overall frameworks described above, in the Libyan university reading class, several
activities were experimented aiming to develop students’ critical thinking through collaborative
work. Using the overall approach described above in reading classroom in Libya involved the use
of several activities that aim to develop the learners critical thinking through dialogic exchanges.
The class consisted of 20 volunteered participants enrolled in the fifth semester in the program of
English language in Benghazi University. They studied English in their primary, preparatory and
secondary school. Additionally, they specialized in English and studied English literary texts. The
purpose of selecting semester 5 Libyan EFL learners is to avoid beginners of reading English short
fiction in semesters 2 and 4 or very advanced learners of semesters 6 and 7. The participants range
in age from 20 to 22. They are all Libyans and Arabic is their mother tongue. The students involved
in the study have not experienced a dialogic interactive approach to learning due to the more
traditional Libyan teaching approach, which is primarily lecture-based. Thus, the participants fit
the purpose of the present study because they are all learners of EFL and have been exposed to
English literary materials. The class met weekly but not all the reading stages and their involved
activities were implemented every meeting.
Pre-reading Stage

At the beginning of the session, prior to beginning of the reading text, as indicated above, it
was essential to help students understand the key vocabulary presented. Several activities were

used at this stage to increase vocabulary development.
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Word Dictation

We instructed our students to read several paragraphs of the assigned story, ‘The Masque of

the red death’ by Edgar Allan Poe and informed them that there would be a word dictation
activity in the following meeting. The words dictated were all taken from the assigned reading
pages, and for each one the students were asked to write them down.
The selected activity aims to encourage the learners to pay attention to the spelling and,
importantly, to emphasize the orthographic/ sound relationship. We read each target word twice,
then read the sentence from the book in which the word was located, after which we again
pronounced the word. Reading the sentence in which the word was located helped our students to
deal with homophones (i.e. words that sound the same but have different meanings and spellings
e.g. their, there, and they’re).

Students were then asked to choose a word and volunteer to take turns to write it on the board to
make sure that every student knew the correct spelling of each word. We then discussed the words
to see if they wanted to know more about the meaning. We also discussed the parts of speech of
each word so that students understood when to use them within a sentence. This activity is based
on the advice of Nation (2009) who emphasizes the importance of spelling in reading, stating that
while it is difficult, spelling is one of the most important aspects in developing EFL reading and
writing.

This activity provided the learners with opportunities to interact with each other to decide the
parts of speech of various words. Students reported that they found this activity very valuable. At
the end of the semester, when they were asked them to write a personal reflection on the reading
class activities, most of them wrote that they looked forward to this particular activity. Some stated
that word dictation prompted them to read aloud more often on their own time. It also increased
their awareness of the spelling of a word and its sound. Others also stated that they had to listen to
the whole sentence, so they could decide which word and spelling were intended, which
encouraged them to think about meaning. This activity is in line with Welcome and Alton (2015)
who argue for the ability of skilled readers to build connections between the phonological and
orthographic systems.

Finding Synonyms or Definitions
This activity provided the Libyan learners with opportunities to develop their understanding of the

meanings of important keywords for better comprehension when reading the texts. For this activity,
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some definitions/synonyms of key vocabulary from the text were written on the board. Students were
also instructed to work in small groups to match the synonyms/definitions with the words. The activity
also enabled the students to move around and communicate with their classmates. Most students
appeared to be motivated to collaborate with other group members. This activity boosted students’
engagement with the lesson.
Guessing the Words

Guessing activities usually require individual performance through teacher to- student
interaction. However, a guessing-in-context activity can be used to encourage interaction among
students and create excitement and motivation. In applying the adopted approach, ‘guess’ the
words was an activity designed to follow the earlier two activities stated above. For this activity,
some sentences contained keywords from the text and were written on separate cards for each
sentence. The keywords in each sentence were underlined and students were arranged into groups,
giving one set of cards to each group. Sentences were read aloud by a member of the group to the
rest. The rest of the group would guess the word. If no one could guess the guess word, the student
would read it out.

Prediction

Another vocabulary activity used was getting students to predict what they are going to read
which is essential during the pre-reading stage (Widodo 2009). Besides getting students to
speculate on what the reading text will be about, prediction encourages learners to think critically.
It is essential for teachers to elicit students’ ideas and encourage them to predict. Prediction often
involves the title of the text, visual images, videos, quotes of the text itself. Teachers can also
encourage the students to collaborate in groups to brainstorm ideas.

This activity involved the division of the students into groups. Each group was provided with
different tools to predict the text. Group 1, for instance, were provided with the title. Group 2 were
given pictures related to the content of the text. Group 3 read some quotes taken from different
parts of the text. Group work was followed by whole classroom discussion that enabled the learners
to share their predictions with other groups.

While-reading Stage

To support learners’ engagement during while reading stage, the following activities were

used:

Jigsaw Reading
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This while reading activity involved dividing the students into groups, as in the prediction stage.
Each group had some parts of the text and were asked to read it then they discuss the part of the
text within their group. They were also encouraged to share the information with the other
members of the other groups therefor the next stage was to share their ideas about the content of
the original texts with the new groups. Learners made notes of the main ideas about different parts
of the text. Following this step, learners were asked to go back to their original group and discuss
the new information they had received from the other groups they interacted with.

Some comprehension questions that cover the text were distributed. Questions were assigned to
one particular member of each group as the members were given numbers in each group.
Therefore, only students number 1 were allowed to answer the first question and so on. Since the
participants were only asked to read a small, manageable part of the text, they were more motivated
and seemed to be less pressured. Providing them with chances to share the text content using their
own words improved their awareness to the extent where they did not necessarily need to recognize
every single word to get an overall understanding of the text. Additionally, as they discussed the
content of their part of the text, students thought critically to know what was necessarily to share.
This collaborative activity benefited the learners for both angles comprehension and class
engagement.

Alternative Reading

Alternative reading activity provided high level learners with opportunities to help out their
counterparts. This activity involved providing the learners with two jumbled reading texts asking
the students to work in small groups, each of which received one set of the jumbled text parts then
asked them to put the separated text in the correct order. Some comprehension questions were
distributed among the students to test out their understanding of the text and asked them to answer
comprehension questions in their groups. Students also discussed the meanings of new words with
each other before asking their teacher. Students used Arabic as their first language for this part of
the activity to facilitate their collaboration and understand some cultural references in the text with
each other.
Post-reading Stage

Activities used for the post-reading stage is designed to extend the students’ understanding of the
text from the pre-reading and while-reading stages into other learning activities (Widodo, 2009). This
stage involved productive skills: speaking and writing, and also the use of students developed

vocabulary and grammar (Lindsay and Knight, 2006). This stage is used purposively to encourage the
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students to think beyond the reading texts and to give reflections to the reading text. Some provoking
questions were provided to the learners to encourage them to think critically and deeply at this stage.
This activity gave the students opportunities to share their personal views and responses. Below are
some of the questions used to elicit students’ personal reactions towards the text they had read:
» Do you agree with what the main character in the text did? Why/why not?
« If you were the main character in the text, would you do things the way he did? Why/\Why
not?
» Which option do you think gives more benefits? Please state your reasons.
* Do you think the ending of the story makes sense? If you could change the ending, how would
you change it?
Pedagogical Implications

The suggested teaching approach provides some pedagogical implications for other similar contexts
where the teaching of reading may still be teacher-centered. First, it is important for teachers to gauge
the level of learners’ language proficiency in order to select texts that are appropriate and accessible to
their students. Texts should be slightly higher than students’ current proficiency level to motivate,
challenge and develop their learning. Additionally, teachers need to find out topics that interest their
students. Also, teachers need to think beyond the textbooks. It is necessary to provide the materials
with more creative and engaging activities to encourage students to collaborate and develop their own
critical thinking and creativity. Finally, having good relationships with the students is also essential so
that students can become more open to teachers in responding to the reading activities. Formal
relationships with the students make meaningful discussions more challenging.

Conclusion

Teaching reading in the Libyan context, especially at university level, presents its own challenges
because most high school graduates are not used to think critically about their meaning. We presented
various reading activities that have been used successfully with our students. These can be helpful in
addressing similar issues in other EFL contexts, which use teacher-centered methods for the teaching
of reading. The pre-, while-, and post-reading activities used in the suggested approach engaged our
students at various stages of reading and motivated them more than the standard methods. Despite the
fact that we implemented the activities for students at university level, we believe that the suggested
activities can also be adopted for high school students or even younger students, with some
modification to suit students’ level of cognitive development, language proficiency, and interests.

References

Jushasaé 150 ssell



ISSN diaig yicaldl Gaauill: 2523 — 1871 @3liois daola— laTl dadG dlagC

- Abu-baker, F. (2012). Building literary competence of EFL Libyan learners in reading English literary
texts. Unpublished M.A, Garyounis University, Benghazi.

- Anderson, N. J. (2008). Practical English language teaching: Reading. NY: McGraw Hill.

- Bellamy, R., & Woolsey, K. (1998). Learning conversations. ACM SIGCHI Bulletin, 30(2), 108-112.

- Carrell, P. L. (1987). Content and formal schemata in ESL reading. TESOL Quarterly, 21(3), 461-481.

- El-badri, H. (2009). Difficulties facing third year learners of English at Garyounisuniversity in inferring
the meaning of vocabulary in literary texts. Unpublished M.A, Garyounis University, Benghazi.

- EI-Naili, S. (2006). Some difficulties facing third and fourth year students in learning English literary
works at the university of Garyounis. Unpublished M.A, Garyounis University, Benghazi.

- Gee, J. P. (2001). Reading as situated language: A sociocognitive perspective. Journal of Adolescent &
Adult Literacy, 44(8), 714-725.

- Gibbons, P. (2003). Mediating language learning: Teacher interactions with ESL students in a content-
based classroom. Tesol Quarterly, 247-273.

- Lantolf, J. P. (2005). Sociocultural and second language learning research: An exegesis. In E. Hinkel
(Ed.), Handbook of research in second language teaching and learning (pp. 335-354). Lawrence
Erlbaum: Mahwah,NJ.

- Lindsay, C., & Knight, P. (2006). Learning and teaching English: A course for teachers. New York:
Oxford University Press.

- Nassaji, H. (2002). Schema theory and Knowledge-Based processes in second language reading
comprehension: A need for alternative perspectives. Language Learning, 52(2), 439-481.

- Mohamed, H. (2017) A student-centered intercultural interactive processing model of reading English
as a foreign language short fiction in Libya. Unpublished PhD, University of Aberdeen: United
Kingdom.

- Mori, S. (2002). Redefining motivation to read in a foreign language. Reading in a Foreign Language,
14(2), 91-110.

- Nassaji, H. (2003). Higher—Level and Lower—Level text processing skills in advanced ESL reading
comprehension. The Modern Language Journal, 87(2), 261-276.

- Nation, 1. (2007). The four strands. Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching, 1(1), 2-13.

- Nation, 1. (2009). How large a vocabulary is needed for reading and listening? Canadian Modern
Language Review, 63(1), 59-92.

- Palincsar, A. S. (1998). Social constructivist perspectives on teaching and learning. Annual Review of
Psychology, 49(1), 345.

- Pardo, L. S. (2004). What every teacher needs to know about comprehension. The Reading Teacher,
58(3), 272-280.

- Sunggingwati, D., & Nguyen, H. T. M. (2013). Teachers’ questioning in reading lessons: A case study
in Indonesia. Electronic Journal of Foreign Language Teaching, 10(1), 80-95.

- Welcome, S. E., & Alton, A. C. (2015). Individual differences in the effect of orthographic/phonological
conflict on rhyme and spelling decisions. PLOS ONE, 10(3), 1-17

- Widodo, H. P. (2009). Key issues in teaching EFL/ESL intensive reading: A videotaped self-observation
report. The Journal of Effective Teaching, 9(3), 39-58.

Jushasaé 150 ssell



