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On Comprehension Teaching

kAR

Thesis:

Different from traditional comprehension teaching approaches, the method of

comprehesion teaching with tasks, whose characteristics are people-based,

students—centered and communication, plays an important part in junior middle

school English teahing.

In the period of learning a language,

especially a second language, the
acquisition of the language is from
comprehension and communication, not
from the simple practice of the language
skills and points. The application of
comprehension with tasks solves the

problem.

Part one. An introduction to tasks

To  great extent, fostering

students ’ comprehensive language
ability depends on the learning model.
Modern learning theories believe that
teachers should have student—centered,
idea 1in

teacher—conducted learning

teaching activities, but in the actual

teaching, the main learning model is

still teacher—centered, teachers pay
more attention to feeding students with
knowledge than to fostering their
ability to learn by themselves and to
think independently. This often leads
to mechanical and passive learning,
with students memorizing many language
points, yet not knowing how to use them
in real situation.

In this case, the revolutionary of
English class learning should bring in
a new learning model, comprehension
with tasks, which is student—-centered,
and whose aim is to promote students’
comprehensive language ability.

Different

from traditional
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teaching methods, comprehension with

tasks has such characteristics:
people-based, students—centred, and
focusing on communication. It can be
defined as an analytic approach to
syllabus design and methodology in
which chains of information—gathering,
problem—-solving and evaluative tasks
are used to organize language teaching
these interdependent
which

sociolinguistic and

and learning,

pedagogical  tasks, combine
insights from
psycholinguistic research, are
designed to methodologically simulate
the communicative events which learners
encounter in specific second
language—-using environment

The theory basis of comprehension
with tasks is input and interaction
hypothesis, as Krashen points out:
people master language not by learning
but by acquisition (1982). That is to
say, learning is to learn language by
teaching and learning consciously, and
acquisition is to master language by
feeling language system unconsciously
through

emphasizes that: mastering language is

communication. Kristen
mostly the outcome of using language in
communicative activities, not simple
trains of language skills and learning
language knowledge.

Just as Long (1983) points out,
should be

conversational

language acquired by
interaction. What
students need is not simple language
forms but the chances of comprehensible
input and output. Through the way of

comprehension with tasks, the language

. 48«

could be acquired by conversational
interaction.

According to the above theories,
the foreign language teaching in class
should have
conversational interaction, which is a
task. In the task—based

activities about
learning,
teachers set tasks as carriers, and
create real communicative environment,
so that students will acquire language
efficiently through the process of
doing tasks.

Part two. The

comprehension teaching with tasks is

major advantage of
that it can make students achieve the
goal and promote comprehensive language
ability through feeling, experiencing,
taking part and cooperating.

In traditional learning models,
the most influential one is
presentation practice and production.
The emphasis of it lays on a certain
language form, and teachers design
tasks not from the study and life of
On the

contrary, comprehension teaching with

students but from teaching

tasks helps the students consider the

meaning and forms from the whole
situation when they are preparing for
the report.

In English Course Standard, it

“ advocating

definitely points out
task-based language learning model”, to
make students perfect inherent language
study system, achieve the goal, and
promote comprehensive language ability
through feeling, experiencing, taking

part in and cooperation
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However, many practitioners
misunderstand the comprehension
teaching in actual learning. They

advocate “ comprehension teaching ”
though continuing with previous methods
and underlying principles, simply using

the term to justify these: ‘Today we are

”»

going to read a passage. “Here is a

i

passage we will read today. ” “You can

read the passage and do the exercise on

page one. ” As can be seen, the
“goalposts” have shifteda little, but
everything else is unchanged

Exactly speaking, the focus of
comprehension teaching with tasks is on
process rather than product, on how to
learn rather than what to learn. So it
can form a students—centered,
teacher—conducting environment easily.
In this environment, the students can
learn how to communicate and try to
express themselves by using what they
learn and what they master. For example,
JEFC B3,

finishing reading the text, we can let

Unit Four in after
students discuss these questions in
pairs, then ask one of each pairs to
report.

Question one. How did scientists
classify plants before Linnaeus?

Question two. What were the goals of
James Cook’ s first voyage around the
world?

Question three. Why did Joseph
Banks have to supply his own money to
equip part of the expedition?

What could be a

explanation for the name

Question four.
possible

“strawberry” ?

These tasks will arouse students’
interests, and in order to finish the
tasks, students will think actively,
and try to communicate with others to
pass and exchange information. During
the process, they become the main body
of the communication activities, and
the role of teacher is to guide, to
supervise and to induce

From above, we can infer that
firstly comprehension teaching with
tasks can form students—centered,
teacher—conducted teaching environment.
In this environment, they learn how to
communicate, and try to express them
using what they learned and what they
can recall. For example, in one task,
the teacher asks the students to make a
survey about their partners’ favorites

“what’ s your favorite food?” and then
report to the whole class. This task is
near to their life, so they feel very
interested and pleased to do it, and
they also can leave their seat to do more
Through the
communication with their partner, they

their ability of

wide conversation.
develop using
language.

Secondly, comprehension teaching
with tasks helps students form the habit
of learning in an active way. In the
teachers

traditional way, pay more

attention to feeding students and

students are learning passively. But
tasks

comprehension teaching with

encourages students to learn by

themselves, while in the course of study,
teachers’ role is to guide them. For

example, after learning “Go west”

.« 49
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(JEFC B3 Unit 6),
these tasks to students:

teachers can give

1. The Native Americans. Where did
they live and what do you know abut their
life?

2. The history of America. What
happened in America?

3. The new settlements. Who are
they?

4. The Wild West. Why did people go
there?

The students will search for the
after they finish
and they will get more

related knowledge,
the tasks,
knowledge about the West and will be
more familiar with it. Above all, they
develop their habit of learning by
themselves

What ~ s
teaching with

more, comprehension

tasks can arouse

students’ interests and exert their

imagination. A comprehension task,
which 1is interesting and near to
students’ 1life, can stimulate their

desire of learning. For example, after
learning the text “Finding a job” ,
teachers can ask student to imagine
their ideal jobs in the future, and then
describe it to the whole class. This
task will stimulate the students’

interests and exert their imagination
to the full.

At the same time, comprehension
teaching with tasks can help them form
cooperation spirit and competition
consciousness through practice. During
the process of doing tasks, they discuss
in pairs and exchange information, so

they can know the importance of

e« 50

cooperation. When the pairs design
their ideal jobs, the members in the
pair will discuss, exchange ideas and
then reach an agreement. This embodies
the spirit of cooperation. Of course,

each pair wants to do better than the

others, so there 1is a potential
competition consciousness in their
mind.

In a short word, in the process of
doing a task, students learn how to
communicate, how to use the language and
how to express their ideas. This not
their

only 1improves comprehensive

language ability, but also improves

their confidence to learn English.

Part three. The principles

Besides the things above, when we
apply the theory, we should consider
some principles

First, the authenticity principle

The language material should be as
authentic as possible, and the design of
a comprehension task should provide
learners obvious, authentic language
information, to make them use and

acquire language in a natural,
authentic environment.

For example, after learning the
dialogue of telephone conversation,
teachers can ask the students to make a
call with their partners in English
after class, and perform it in class the
next day. Thus the students learn how to
make a call in English in their real
life.

Second, the

principle

form—function
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The relationship between

linguistic form and communicative
function should be made clear to the
learners; the design of a comprehension
task should focus on the combination of
form and function.

For example, when learning the
structure “ look forward to”, teachers
can ask students to describe what they
are looking forward to with their
partners. Such as:

—=What are you looking forward to?

——1 am looking forward to entering
a famous university.

This task will not only make the
student memorize the structure but also
know how to use it to communicate.
Third, the task dependency principle

A series of tasks in a lesson or unit
of work forms a kind of pedagogical
ladder, each task representing a rung on
the ladder,

reach higher and higher levels of

enabling the learners to

communicative performance. For example
when learning a text about diet, the
students can discuss what they eat at
breakfast,

their favorite foods are. Then write all

lunch and supper, and what

the words of the foods mentioned on the
blackboard, and also list western foods
on the blackboard. Ask the students to
discuss what healthy foods are.
Fourth, learning by doing
Learning by doing motivates
students to fulfill their potential.
Learners master the language by using it
communicatively. For example, when we
learn “Planting Trees” , teachers can

plant trees with the students in the

spare time. Through the process of
students

“how

planting trees, the
communicate in English, and learn
to plant a tree”

Part four. The comprehension task
design

In applying comprehension
teaching with tasks, we should pay
attention to the procedures in a
comprehension task design. Willis (1996)
points out the model of comprehension
teaching with tasks that includes three
procedures:

One, pre—task: teachers introduce
tasks.

For example, when we learn “A
Sacrifice for Love” , teachers ask
students these questions:

1. What is the story about?

2. What do you think will happen?

3. Do you want to read part 2 of
the story? Why?

Let the students skim the text and
discuss the answers in pairs

Two, task-cycle: task (students

carry out tasks) ~————— planning
(students in each group prepare how to
report the tasks they finished)

—————— reporting (students report the
tasks).

When they finish, ask one or two
students to give their answers. Then ask
the students to work in groups preparing
how to report the tasks, and compare
their answers to find out which answers
are the best.

Three, language focus:

A, analysis: students analyze the

« 51
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report given by other groups by
recording.

B, practice: students practice
the language points under teachers’
conduction.

According to the best one,
help the

their own reports in order to find out

teachers students analyze
the difference among them.

In the process, teachers can write
all the language points of the passage
on the blackboard. Give some necessary
explanation, and then let the students
do the practice in pairs by asking them
these questions:

1. What are Jim’ s wages?

2. How much is the rent of the flat
per week?

3. What price does Della pay to buy
her present?

4. What are the couple’ s two most
precious possessions?

Through doing these tasks, the
students can get a general idea about
this passage. After that, ask students
to discuss what the love is in the
passage and what the most precious love
is in our real life. Encourage the
students to express the own ideas about
it. That will help them get a good
knowledge of this passage and know what
the love we need most is in our life

During the process of doing tasks,
learners are in a positive, initiative
learning psychological situation from
the beginning, and the process of
communication between participants is

an interact ional process. In order to

finish tasks,

meanings, and try to use the language

learners emphasize on

they can recall solving the

communicative problems. This process
promotes learners’ ability of using

language naturally and meaningfully.

Part five. Conclusion

Comprehension teaching with tasks
is a good approach of learning. It
assumes that the teacher respects the
students as individuals, and focuses on
learning more

making language

communicative. Teacher—centered
controls, threats and restrictions are
not an effective means of stimulating
learning, since no one can be forced to
learn. So we should take advantage of
comprehension teaching with tasks, and
try to make language learning easier and

more enjoyable.
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