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Learning to Read in a Second Language:
A Window on the Language Acquisition Process*

Catherine Wallace

In this paper 1 should like to discuss the influence of the stage of L2 lan-
guage development on the learning to read process. My interest, as a
teacher as much as a researcher, is in the kinds of resources drawn on by L2
learners i in English; also in trying to account for some of
the difficulties which apparently simple reading texts may provoke for such
learners. My aim is to show that difficultics encountered by L2 learners in
reading should not be perceived as deficiencies in the learner; rather they
can be exploited as an opportunity for both lcarner and teacher to react to
and reflect on some of the features of written Englishi texts, in particular the
relationship between written and spoken language modes.

On& way in which difficulties are made apparent is through the occur-
rence of lecarner miscues. A miscue is defined by Goodman (1973) as “an
actual observed response in vral reading which does not match the expected
response”, the expected response being the print on the page. Goodman

69) proposcd that readers make use of three cuing systems simulta-
neously, namcly graphophonic, syntactic and scmantic. These cuing sys-
tems reflect three levels of language inherent in all texts. That is, all texts
consist of actual physical marks on the page, structure or grammar carried
by morphemes, function words and word ovrder, and meaning carried by
both content items and grammatical items. More recently interest has
centred on a fourth level of language and a fourth cuing system, namely
pragmatic (cf. Rigg 1986), which involves our drawing on certain kinds of
knowledge of the world, often culture-specific, and which for an experi-
enced reader would also include knowledge of the world of texts, for.
instance a knowledge of the typical structure and content of certain genres.

An extended version of this paper has appeared in Reading in o v eign Language (5(2), Spring

1989,
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Second

| iffic' Ity with all these lev
of a mismatch between the text’s language and assumed kn(l)chcch'gsc::;Jl::
world and'thc'lcarncr's own languare and knowledge systems.

.Tﬁhc-rcn.t in the concept of textual cues and learner miscues are t
major pnnciples. Firstly, miscues should not be regarded negativel Xl(;
!carner rcflders and all experienced readers miscue. Secondly learneryr.e d
ing behaviour is not random. Just as we can uncover pattcrni'ng to L2 lea .
ne.rs' oral language development, through error analysis for exampl w©
miscue an‘alysis can reveal a patterning in L2 rcading behavjour Pl 0

‘ In ll.ns paper I shall use as illustrative data, samples of lh'c langua
-and. reading behaviour of one young adult learner, new to both En h'si ags
to literacy at the stari of her instruction. The teaching situation dgcscrind
was one to one with a teacher, i.e. myself. What the one-to-onc read;
al\oud situation offers, as well as a chance for teacher and lcarner to r md
tog?l’ﬁcr.and talk about stories in an interaction focussed around a pa t'ca
far teit, Is also an opportunity to observe and record how the leam:rrt lcki'
Tes particular features of written English texts. The reading aloud activi;tic".
thus potentially a window not onlv on the learning_to rcad process {IS
Goodma'n 1973 describes it) but also on the languape acquisition Eroccss‘as
. A dllcfnma for ESL teachers in considering the source of uncx cct.d
dlfﬁculty_wnh apparently simple items of language is whether one is trz,xlki::
9[ a rf:admg problem or a language problem. In fact, the two are necessaril
mtcrlmked_if one has a view of reading as a process which cssentia”yy
involves using one'’s language competence to predict structural, semant;
and praglnfz(ic features of texts. I the learner is unable to predict ;:vcn l‘)asi“c:
structur.cs in the second language because control of the English language
system is still weak, reading, that is reading for sense, will not take glaci
Wha.t may occur is mechanical decoding, especially with L2 learners wh(;
are literate in their L1 and have therefore learnt or acquired decoding skills
which may equip them to decode English,’ without, however neccisaril
understanding what they read. It is frequently observed that éSL Icarncrz
often have highly developed graphophonic skills (cf. Rigg 1986). For this
rcasor3 learners new to literacy as well as to English and not taugh't through
decoding methods of reading instruction, are interesting to observe Poingts
of special interest are not only the pature of miscues but comments r;wwde b
the learner herself. In the sharcd reading situation a lcarncr's; th‘inki;y
aloud through a text can shed light_on both her alions of texts (gl
key features of the texts themselves, which may be “taken for grnn:‘c‘d" lr:y

N
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more cxperienced readers.
One should add, morcover, that the oral reading event not only offers

insights into the learner's exi$ting language and rcading competence but is

potentially a language lcarning activity, in the sense that an opportunity is
offered the learner to discover more about English because certain linguis-
tic features are morc salient and thercfore obscrvable in writlen than in typ-

ical oral forms of the language. As Holdaway (I986) observes, “spoken

words cannot be held in {ront of attention, cannot be studied, cannot be
pointed to in any direct way™.

One way, then, in which metalinguistic awareness can be developed is
through access to written texts which allows learners to focus attention on
(Simons and Murphy 1986:193) “the phonological, lexical, syntactic,
semantic and pragmatic levels of language, to notice anomalies at these dif-
ferent linguistic levels and to comment on them". Simons and Murphy are
particularly interested in phonological awarcness. My interest in this paper
is in ways in which learners’ awarcness of syntactic, semantic and pragmatic
[catures may be enhanced through interacting with written language, with
the teacher on hand to confirm or disconfirm learners’ hypotheses.

Valbjct( snd Data Collection

Amna was a nincteen year old Pakistani woman who had been in England
for about one year at the start of instruction. She had not in that time, how-
ever, had much contact with English speaking pcople and was a ncar begin-
ner to English in September 1985. She could not read in her mother tongue,
Urdu, and had no experience of school in Pakistan before arriving at the
local college of further cducation where I taught her. She was also a total
beginner to reading in English at the start of our lessons.

At our college, the Havelock Centre in Southall, West London, Amna
was a full time student acquiring English in both classroom and naturalistic
contexts, as English tended to be the peer group language, along with Pun-
jabi, the main community language. Nearly all the students were bilingual,
many multilingual, and most of the classroom contact was of the English
immersion type (as described by Ellis 1985) where focus is on meaning in
L2 mcdium subject lessons, such as Maths or Science, with few interactions

focussed on form. .
Amna was a particularly interesting Icarncr in that she was ready to
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take the initiative in learning situations. She was a learner who, as Rivers
(this volume) describes it, “seeks opportunities to communicate”, Qur shar-
ing of texts offered an opportunity for one to one interaction which Amna
was eager to take advantage of. While much of our talk related the experi-
ences described in the story to our own, Amna continually commented on
the structure as well as the content of the texts we read together. Moreaver,
these comments were largely unsolicited by me. It is important that the con-
versation around texts allows the learner an “initiating role” as Dombey
(1983), talking of child/adult interaction around a text, describes it. I should
add that Amna herself asked for extra lessons in reading, which provided
the opportunity for this study.

1 recorded nearly all the reading and conversation sessions between
myself and Amna over a period of 17 months in all. I also kept notes. How-
ever, most of the recordings took place within an eight month period of
more regular weckly one-to-one reading sessions. 1 have selected for
analysis eleven of these hour-long sessions recorded at monthly intervals
over-a period of one year from February 17, 1986 to February 18, 1987. It
includes both reading aloud data, a small amount of elicited classroom lan-
guage data and also informal spontaneous conversation betweeh teacher

and learner which occasionally also inctuded contributions from other lear-
ners in a small group situation,

The Texts

Amna and the other students in the group usually selected texts themselves
from a number of books made available to them. There was also some lan-
guage experience work where texts were composed jointly by the group and
then read back. While language expericnce approaches are likely to play a
major role in the literacy classroom, the expcricﬁce of print in commer-
cially produced books and the achicvement of completing even a simple
book, with however much support, is also important. There then arises the
question of which books. 1t is difficult to find books which are both predict-
ably structured and culturally accessible and appropriate for adult L2 lear-
ners. In our case, teacher/learner consultation would result in a range of
text types or genrcs being selected and the four samples given here in the
appendix are representative of these. '

1. The Empty House is part of a reading scheme, One, Two, Three
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and Away. 3
2. The Sly Fox and Liule Red Hen is a simplificd folk tale and forms

part of the supplementary books in the Ladybird readi[\g scheme.
3. A Woman on her Own and 4. Doing up my Fla{ are books pn?duced
by adult leamers for other adult learners in an adult htpracy
me. ' .

It ;icl}l]i)e noted that these texts were produced with diffcre':\t kmc!s of
readers in mind, though none of them can be said to. bc.“natural texts if by
“natural” one means written by authors to entcrtmn., m'form or persu.ade.
rather than for broadly educational purposes. The first is part of a w1d§lly
used reading scheme in Britain and has a controlled vocabulary; The Sly
Fox and the Little Red Hen, though recognisably part of the Loolf and Sa:
Ladybird books, is designed to be read by adults to small v:h:!dren(.1 |
Woman on her Own and Doing up my Flat have bccn'produced by a u.t
learners for other adult readers on a “language cxperience” model. This
means students have told their personal stories to a lileracy. tutor v.vho acted
as scribe. These stories have subsequently been pmduccf.l in book for.m.

Though no explicit rationale is given fon: the sclecm.m ur}d 'gradm%of
language items, the texts suggest the operation of c'ertam prmc:p(ljes. :‘c
reading scheme book has a controlled vocabulary, with a calculate repch-
tion of items; the folk tale accommodates a richer vocabulary base tha.n the
actual reading scheme books, though it is still structurally an:i rhct.c'mcal‘l(y
simpler than most authentic childrens’ stories. In the last twc'a nd.ult books
there is a shift of genre to autobiography so that the writer is the pro-
tagonist. The vocabulary is not controlled, on t!\c language expc.:nence prin-
ciple of keeping as close to the narrator’s ongm.ul SpOke{l' version as possnl-
ble. Content words such as “depressed” and “fnghten.ed are anyway both
predictable in the context and readily explaincd by a hl'cmcy tufor if n'cc::.s-
sary. What possibly is not considered is that the sclection 'nf.thls pamctj L;r
genre may involve stylistic choices which initially create difficulty for early

readers.

The Study

From the selected books, | took three examples of textual features which in
Amna's oral rendering provoked:

non-attempt or hesitation;
non-attemp: OF 22—

ST
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_a miscue or miscues;-
comment ahant the particular textual feature
Alll these responses are potentially significant in that they can offer
useful insights into, firstly the stage of second language development, scc-

ondly, developing reading stratcgics, thirdly developin linguistic

awareness and finally areas of textual difficulty for L2 learners in particular

but, arguably, for all lecarner readers.

~ Tselected for focus two classes of grammatical items, morpheme and
pronoun, and from these groups, the -ed morpheme and the personal pro-
nouns they and you. As soon as learner readers begin encountering simple
continuous narrative texts they will need to recognise the function of the -ed
morpheme in marking past tense; pronouns are another of the most fre-
quent items in any spoken or written text and an understanding of the way
they give text cohesion is crucial to the comprchension of even the simplest
of written texts. As Goodman (1984) points out, “the language requircs the
usc of pronouns where the referents for noun phrases arc established in the
t:cxtlor situational context™, Although pronouns perform grammatical func-
tions and are therefore part of syntax they are also part of the semantic sys-
tem. Goodman (1983) notes: “The specific reference of a particular pro-
noun can only be determined from the total semantic and pragmatic con-
text™. 1t will be seen that in responding to pronouns in context Amna needs
to bring both semantic and pragmatic judgements into play.

It is important to stress that what is at issuc is not the manner in which
words may be understood out of context (though many teaching approaches
and materials continue to assume that difficulty ‘lics at the word level);
rather it is the learner’s response to the iterms in context and the fact that in
Amna’s casc this is typically variable. In the first case, that of the responsc
to the -ed morpheme, this is because of a developing language competence
and language awarencss in the lcurncr;. in the sccond c:isc, that of the
response to they and you in particular contexts, this is because of the vari-
able meaning, both propositional and pragmatic, which the items take on in
the context oi the texts. The “problems” then reside neither in the text nor
in the learner, but in the intcraction between text and learner.

1. Past Tense -ed Morpheme

The transcripts of Amna’s spoken language sho v a development from the
base form of the veib for simple past meaning, ¢.g. he go r ad “he went

“
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down the road” and [ finish this page “1 [inished this page” with an increas-

ing number of irregular past tense forms gradually being added (the prog-

ression being: saw — went — lost — took — came — read). As might be

expected, the irregular past tense forms met in texts created little or no dif-
ficulty and were not miscued. The rcgular -ed forms were very slow to
cmerge in Amna’s spontaneous oral production (partly becausc, as Ellis
1985 notes, past time refcrence is not required very much in communicative
classroom speech). Only after seven months of fulltime classes at Havelock,
which included our weekly one-to-one hour of reading, did | notice a clear
usc of past tense -ed in College man maybe he locked all “Maybe the college
man, i.c. the carctaker, locked everything”. And in all the data transcribed,
I found only one other instance, namely on the last occasion when we had
an extended conversation together — I stayed to my sister house 1 stayed at
my sister's house™, '

During the first recording of a reading lesson transcribed in detail on
February 17, 1986 and indeed the first time a full narrative in past tense was
attempted, Amna read “Jooked” as “look — it”, isolating the -ed mor-
pheme and then querying with “Miss?” (cf. Appendix 1, line 7). On the
same occasion she totally failed to read other -ed forms, such as "lived” and
“stopped”. There appcared, that is, to be no understanding initially of the
grammatical function of the -ed morpheme. However, after another similar
rendering of the item in the same text as "look — it” (Appendix 1, line 13)
on the next occurrence of the word “looked”, Amna rendered the text as
follows: Ramu look up it the top window “Ramu looked up at the top win-
dow™ (Appendix 1, line 17). Morcover, she continued thus: Something
white fly across the window “Something white flew across the window™ (Ap-
pendix 1, line 19). This rendering clearly reflected Amna's current interlan-
guage. And the shift into interlanguage away from attempts at decoding
marks on the page — or attempting to — was an encouraging sign that
Amna was reading for meaning. For, as observed in Wallace (1988), it
tends to be at times of greater fluency and confidence that L2 learners ren-
der texts dircctly in their interlanguage, much as native speaking non-stan-
dard readers do in the case of non-standard dialects.

However, it mus! of coursc be emphasised that learncrs’ ability to read
and make sensc of structures is in advance of their own productive use of
them in spontancous facc-to-face situations. And the next past tense narra!
tive text we read nearly two months later scemed 1o indicate that Amna was
now compe tent to understand the function of the past tense -ed morpheme




'

1
226 CATHERINE WALLACE

lh?ugh th.is was still absent from her own spoken English production. On
thlS‘ occasion Amna read the regular past tense forms of the text wili1 no
l{tsnallon, so “walked", “jumped"”, “slipped” and “picked” were read with
little or no difficulty as “wokt”, “jumpt”, “slipt” and *“pikt" and there was
no attempt to mark off the -ed morpheme. .

Two weeks later, there seemed to be a further developmc}lt in the pro-
cess of conceptualising about the -ed feature. Again this was indicated by
departures from the text. While most of the -ed forms in the text were again
rc'ad with no difficulty (e.g. “lived”, "worked"a, “picked” and “looked"
with the -ed morpheme in “lived” being differentiated from that in thc:,
other three words to give the response “livd™) there were two other kinds of
responses: firstly, interlanguage forms were occfasionally used along with
the standard forms, the interlanguage form acting as a gloss, e.g., None of
the sly young fox's plans worked — work. Also of interest was a .ncw phe-
nomenon, namely overgeneralisation (cf. Appendix 2). Amna began to
read He picked up a bag ... at which point I provided the missing and
almost certainly unknown word slung. Amna repeated it and then chose to
retrace the text to read: He picked up a bag and 'slunged.il (App‘cndix 2
line 4). A little earlier in the same text she read he didn't live as he did -en;
—l didn':)lliw.ed. Her redading behaviour here thus appeared to mirror a stage
obscrvable in more advanced !
ot L2 learners' oral language development, but

l‘n short, onc notes, in Amna's case, varying kinds of responses to -ed
marking for past time in texts i.e. :

non-recognition of the grammatical form;

direct rendering in the text version;

overgencralising the -ed marker;

rendering in text version with a gloss in ihtcrlanguage
5. direct rendering in interlanguage. '

DL DO e

5, as al'rcady suggested, tends to characterise growing confidence and
fluency in early L2 learner readers. 2 and 3 together suggest a developing
-undcrstanding of how past is marked in written texts. And 4, most interest-
ingly perhaps, is indicative of an awareness of alternates, of an equivalen.cc
of mcaning between the learner's typical interlanguage version and the
standard form of the text. For finally what is of irterest is not recognition of
'(orm as such but a growing awareness of how form rclates to meaning. This
is even morc apparent in the second example of a textual feature which 1
shall consider next.
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2. The Pronoun “They"

One of the items which created difficulty for Amna was the pronoun they in
the text extracted in Appendix 3. Amna generally had some difficulty with
this particular pronoun, either not attempting it at all or, occasionally,
rendering it as they're (possibly having understood this as a chunk from the
frequent occurrence in oral language of the contracted form, e.g. they're
outside). The problem may be attributable to any one or all of several fac-
tors. Firstly, I nowhere noted in my data any use of they in either Amna’s
spontaneous spcech of elicited classroom language. Where Amna uscd
third person plural anaphoric reference (noted only six times in the data)
she used he, e.g. You know my nephew and niece. He told me you going
Pakistan “You know my nephew and niece. They told me that I (i.e.
Amna) was going to Pakistan™. Moreover, for the impersonal meaning of
they Amna used somebody, e.g. Somebody no give her time “They don't
give her time”.

A second factor is that she was more familiar with they in situational
uses than in referring uses (cf. Appendix 3, lines 38-40). That is, in the kind
of spoken face-to-face interaction with which Amna was familiar, there is
more use of exophoric reference than of endophoric reference, exophoric
reference being reference which is outside the confines of the text but pre-
sent in the situation (Halliday and Hasan 1976). Simons and Murphy
(1986:190) suggest that intratextual or endophoric refercnce nay create dif-
ficulty for early readers. They put it thus:

The use of deictic items in written text [among which they include referring

pronouns] requires different processing strategies of children whose lan-

guage experiences are mainly oral and who are accustomed to using the
. physical and temporal situations 1o anchor deictic items.

1 would argue that illitcrate adults such as Amna may initially have similar
difficulties with ecndophoric reference, especially where it is remote in the

text.
However, the particular difficulty with this text is that they neither
refers back in the text to specific characters in the story nor 1o accompany-

ing pictures. Nor indeced is they an impersonal use as in they say he beats his

wife. Here they refers to a class, i_e. “all women on their own", an abstract
concept not representable through illustration. And Amna, like all carly
readers, was still heavily dependent on pictures to anchor reference items
which occur in the text. Dombey (1983) notes how “the pictures provide

1Y
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continued deictic support for the child”. And the same js likely to be true
for the adult learner new to literacy. v

The difficulty, in short, was a conceptual one, due to Amna's as yet
limited awareness of how items refer in English, which in turn was partly
duc to her limited access (o written texts where such uses of reference are
highlighted, Certainly Amna expected texts to have cohesjon and her com-
ments (cf. Appendix 3, lines 19, 21 and 26) show her searching the text for
referents for they. However, she expected reference to be tied closely to the
pictures or immediate text, and it is likely that, initia!ly at least, she under-
stood “women on their own” as “a woman on her own”, that is the indi-
vidual woman shown in the pictures who is also the story teller in this Ffirst
person narrative, The case of they suggests that it is not so much linguistic
forms which create difficulty for Amna, but the way in which form relates
to meaning, and the fact that this relationship is not one to one.

3. The Pronoun “You"

My third example of text-related difficulty is illustrated by the pronoun you
in the text given in Appendix 4. Here the difficulty scems 10 be not so much
a syntactic/semantic one as a pragmatic one. It was not the propositional
meaning but the function of you which perplexed Amna. She had never
before encountered this exophoric use of you in a written text and as a
learner who looked to make sense of texts she sought clarification.
Paradoxically, this interpersonal use where the addressce (here, the rcader)
is directly addressed js like spcaking, where, of course, the interpersonal
use of the second person pronoun would be very familiar to Amna. Flow-
ever, in most written genres the writer does not dircctly address the reader.
For instance, in folk or fairy tales we typically get this kind of exchange:

What big eyes you have Grandmal
All the better to sce you with,

The reference is endophoric and it was this use of sccond person reference
in written texts, usually supported by an illustration of two characters,
which Amna had become familiar with. She had no difficulty with the pro-
noun in: “Did you see that”, cried Peter (cf, Appendix 1, line 11). However,
the direct address from the writer, who is also the narrator in this first per-
son autobiography, to the reader confused Anmmna, not yet familiar with the

genre of first person truc-life narratives which in mode may be close to
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“speaking written down™. In other words, as an incxpericnced 'rea(?cr, she
. ap-
was as yet unfamiliar with the different ways language may function in prag

matically dilferent types of texts. :

Amna's Comments on Texts

Amna's comments suggest that it is not only what lcarncrs.do in rcslfonsc} uz
texts, as evidenced by miscues for instance, which is of interest but \;/txla
’

they say; the language they themsclves use to talk about the language ob l:c
text. Firstly, such comments may show the second language learner vcrd z:l y
checking out differences between her own current interlanguage lan 1e
language of the text. So, for example, Amna who had'ncwf'er herse fpr(c.w-
ously used the do auxiliary to form past tense interrogatives, on meeting
this feature in writlen texts, commented thus:

“Did you” mean past? -

“Did you sleep” means you sleep or no?
Sccondly, the comments may throw light on the actu'al process of d:vclrolp-
ing a greater understanding of written language. For instance, shor:jy a “c(:
our conversation centering on the pronoun they Am.na commcntcl , SO
voce and more to herself than to me, as follows on this text extract later on
in the same story:

I go home and get a cup of tea.

| sit down and drink it. o -
Why not write here "tea"? Why write “it"? Short way. “It
means “tca’.

In short, the kinds of comments and queries made by Arfma on It)hc
forms and related mcanings of written English rcvcal. her checking O.l(le er
hypothcscﬁ about the nature of English, using thc_wntlcn data as evi 'c?cc
and the teacher as a resource to confirm or disconﬁfm. They a.lso rcv?a ”1::
interacting with the text, drawing on her as yet limited cxpcncnrcc ] l(? ll
writien texts, as well as her greater experience of spoken forms of English.
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Conclusion '

In conclusion, the one-to-one reading event offers the opportunity not
merely to help develop the learner’s reading strategies but to gain insights,
through the way print is tackled, into the leamner’s current interfanguage
development (not always accessible to teacher observation from informal or
even more formal classroom contact). More importantly, the learner her-
self, if encouraged to explore and comment on textual, as well as topic, fea-
tures, is advantaged in several ways. Firstly, access to written language,
more stable, consistent and fully structured than typical day-to-day spoken
language, visible as marks on the page and therefore more readily talked
about, allows the leamer the opportunity to develop an awareness of syn-
tactic, semantic and pragmatic features of texts. Secondly, she is offered
access to her own second language development through the opportunity to
“stand back” and reflect on areas of difference hetween her own typical_
English usage and the way meaning is conveyed in written English. Argu-
ably both learner language and language awareness is extended through the
process, however halting and teacher supported, by which L2 learners ren-
der aloud simple texts in the second language.
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Appendices

in the Appendices: -
’lrfxgr:if'cl‘:;zd'rl;)rlee and Ar:fny: The Empty House by Sheila Mc(lf;‘llialgeh.
2. Ladybird: The Sly Fox and The Little Red Hen by Vera Southgate.
1. Gatehouse: A Woman on her Own by Margaret Fulcher.
4. Centerprise: Doing my Flat Up by Dalcy Edwards.

Notes on the transcription

A indicates an intcrvention from the teacher at this point

indicates a hesitation . ' .
indicates a immediate self-correction or repetition

capilals :
wgrd jtalicised indicates a student’s response or comment

indicates that a word is omitted .
indicates that a portion of transcription is left out

indicates that a word or phrase is provided by the teacher
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