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MODERN APPROACHES TO TEACHING READING SKILLS
ABSTRACT: The current paper “Modern approaches to teaching reading
skills” is focused on presenting from both a theoretical and a more prac‑
tical perspective the new approaches and methods that are used in the
ELT classroom to enhance the practice and improvement of Students’
reading skills. The article attempts to analyse each of these methods in
terms of their application and effectiveness within the ELT classroom at
the pre- intermediate and intermediate level. The author also reinforces
the idea that the choice of teaching methods depends on what fits the
best in the given context of a specific class. It also provides the readers
with a series of practical examples of activities as well as evaluation tools
meant to further develop the Students’ reading skills.
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“The whole art of teaching is only the art of
awakening the natural curiosity of young minds
for the purpose of satisfying it afterwards.”
(Anatole France)

If that is to be our goal as teachers than we should be aware how we
address it. Teaching can be the most passionate, the most challenging and
also the most fruitful experience of a person, if only we know how to do it.
Ever since the man has started to search the art of teaching, there
have been so many theories, approaches, methods, all claiming to hold the
truth. They all had impact over the past years and probably will have on
the years to come. It is for the skillful teacher to choose what is best fit for
his students.
Following we are going to briefly examine the most commonly used
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approaches to teaching, with no claim whatsoever to be judging, advocat‑
ing or rejecting any of them, just trying to grasp their efficiency in regard
to our purpose, developing reading skills.
From the much debated and just as much used Grammar Translation
Method or the the behaviouristic Audio-lingual method to the more
recent humanistic approaches of Task-based Learning or Total- PhysicalResponse, the teacher has now the chance to a much greater repertoire of
teaching approaches.
During the 11 years of teaching that have gone by, I have had the chance
to take part in a series of teacher-training sessions and talk to a number of
teacher instructors, all of which helped me form an idea about the most fre‑
quent EFL methods which are currently used. What seems to be governing
them all is the shift of purpose and attitude towards teaching, introduced
by the student – centred learning theory. In the previous chapters we have
analysed some of the aspects involved within this theory: – both learn‑
ing and teaching are directed on the students’ needs and interests; – the
learner is encouraged towards larger autonomy and engagement in his/her
self-oriented learning.
The Audio – Lingual method whose so much criticised drills focused on
repetition and memorization, still holds a functional, important place in
EFL classrooms around the world, especially large classrooms. As far as we
are concerned we consider the method can have a certain relevance and
efficiency in relation to developing reading skills, especially if used in the
primary classes, the beginner level, where much attention should be given
to certain automatic, accurate patterns of pronunciation and intonation.
Though it would constantly be accompanied by a variety of other activities,
the audio-lingual approach can be useful and efficient and also serving the
needs not only of individual students but of the class at large.
Total – Physical Response (TPR) – a humanistic approach to teaching
which favours a gradual introduction of the students to spoken English,
especially at the beginner level, enhancing their becoming familiar with
words, chunks of words, longer phrases or sentences, and thus facilitating
further initiative, when speaking, reading or writing tasks are introduced.
In chapter IV.4. “Teaching strategies to improve reading comprehension” we
suggest some examples of how TPR can be integrated into the reading
classroom activities.
The Communicative Approach (CA) or Communicative Language Teaching
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(CLT), emerging from the theory of language as communication, is “per‑
haps the method that most contemporary teachers would subscribe to,
despite the fact that it is widely misunderstood and misapplied.”2 The
method has indeed generated a lot of debate, with arguments on both sides,
pro and against its usefulness in the long term. Basically built on the idea
that a foreign language can be learnt by the exclusive exposure to and inter‑
action with the language, with stress laid upon the practice of language
functions and grammatical structures in context, CLT has lost many of its
original requirements along the way. When it appeared, the method was
meant to bring some new, fresh perspectives on EFL teaching, shifting
the angle towards the teaching of communicative competence (with all its
components: grammatical / socio-linguistic / discourse / strategic com‑
petence). And yet, over the years there appeared the tendency to reduce
everything to the mere communication/conversation, which in the long
term had the unwanted result of non-competence.
CLT developed throughout the years of practice a series of alternative
methods, stemming from the original core of CLT, and which have gained
a lot of interest on the side of both teachers, learners and course designers:
– Task- Based Learning (TBL)
– Content-Based Learning (CBL)
After having theoretically researched and practically tested many of the
methodological approaches influencing the current practice of EFL, I came
to the conclusion that these two methods, while alternatively combined with
other possible methods, depending on the purpose of the class, could well
respond to the goal of developing reading skills. Following we are going to
briefly investigate these two teaching methods and the way in which they
can successfully apply to reading in the EFL classroom and outside it.
Task-Based Learning relies on the idea that language learning is a
developmental progressive process which cannot be strictly regulated and
confined to certain stages the learner has to undergo, as those proposed by
the PPP(Presentation- Practice- Production) model of teaching. Effective
acquisition of language requires the learner to actively engage and operate
with the language within a task-based learning situation, where he/she can
perform meaningful activities such as: problem solving, discussions, read‑
ing comprehension exercises, etc.
2
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Nunan defines the task as “a piece of classroom work which involves
learners in comprehending, manipulating, producing or interacting in the
target language while their attention is principally focused on meaning
rather than on form.”3 If we are to analyse the last part of this definition
we can thus isolate one of the dangers associated with TBL that of overemphasising meaning vs. form. So the teacher’s role is very important in
what regards the choice, organisation and delivery of the tasks, guiding the
students to equally treat both language components and thus promote both
fluency and accuracy. So it is advisable to design or choose tasks that have
appropriate difficulty level, follow the proficiency level of the students and
do not imply any psychological stress. Among the variety of tasks applicable
to the reading class could be: information- gap exercises, problem solving,
decision making, role-play, simulation, jigsaw reading, oral discussions etc.
Some of these will be described more in detail throughout the chapter.
In TBL pair-work and group- work hold an important position as they
elicit the students’ interaction and actively operating with the language.
The method can be applied to all levels, providing that the tasks chosen
are adequate to each level.
Content-Based Learning is centred on the use of content (the informa‑
tion or subject matter that we need to learn) as a framework for a unit
or even the whole coursebook. Thus regarded this specific content is the
element that holds the lesson together while enhancing its progress and
visible results both in terms of language use and of general knowledge
acquired. So for example a whole unit could be built on a cross-cultural
theme such as The Problems of the Planet (Unit 18 in Enterprise pre-intermediate coursebook, by Express Publishing) where the language skills as well
as the grammar and lexis all pivot around this theme. A lot of reading and
listening materials can be included and practised within this topic so that
the learners rehearse all the language skills integratively.
The method proved very effective with ESL programmes in USA and
Canada and has gradually conquered EFL teachers and course designers
around the world and what is more important students manifest a real
interest in learning the English language in this way. They are drawn more
by learning about something rather than just learning the language.
3
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St. Davies4 distinguishes several types of CBL that are currently
applied in the teaching of English: – the Sheltered Model; – the Adjunct
Model; – the Theme Based Model. Among these the Theme Based Model
is the most frequently used in the EFL context as it offers teachers one
big advantage, that of flexibility. Single lessons or units as well as entire
coursebooks can be conceived and modelled according to the students’
needs and interests, focusing especially on exposing the learners to the use
of language within a specific thematic content- based framework.
Researchers also stressed upon the idea that CBL can enhance the close
relation between language learning and general knowledge acquisition.
People learn about the world through language in all its forms- reading,
writing, listening, speaking. They thus develop critical thinking skills with
regard to all sorts of life aspects, which will further on enable them to make
inferences and connections, pose and answer questions, identify and solve
problems, while naturally acquiring a foreign language.
Over the last years a new approach to teaching EFL, stemming pre‑
cisely from CBL, has rapidly spread all over the world and is constantly
gaining more and more supporters. We refer to CLIL, i.e. Content and
Language Integrated Learning which basically describes the practice of
teaching subjects such as history, geography or science to students through
a foreign language.
“CLIL refers to situations where subjects, or parts of subjects, are
taught through a foreign language with dual- focused aims, namely the
learning of content, and the simultaneous learning of a foreign language.”5
Analysing this particular definition, among the very numerous defini‑
tions assigned to this approach, we can state the idea that a CLIL lesson
is no longer exclusively a language lesson, but it offers the EFL learner a
much broader perspective on language learning. It adds to his/ her gen‑
eral communication, cognition and cultural competences. A typical CLIL
lesson will focus on the integrated practice of all four language skills. We
appreciate that this perspective on teaching can be especially effective
for reading classes as it brings forth a large array of meaningful materials
which become a major source of language input.
4
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The tasks and exercises associated with reading in the CLIL classroom
are diverse and appealing to the students:
– Read & fill in the gaps/ the table;
– Read & make notes on specific information;
– Read & reorder the information;
– Read & complete the diagram/ chart/ graph
This can prove very effective in developing practical meta-cognitive
skills that will later facilitate the students’ learning during their higher
education.6
Another important advantage of this teaching- learning approach is that
it gives us the opportunity to develop our students’ KEY COMPETENCES
as they are illustrated in the European framework, such as:
– Literacy
– Multilingualism
– Numerical & scientific skills
– Digital and technological- based competences
– Interpersonal skills
– Active citizenship
– Entrepreneurship
– Cultural awareness and expression
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