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Abstract

Reading is one of the most essential academic skills that students need in
order to carry out their studies at university level. Therefore, the present
study aimed to explore the effective reading strategies taught in a madrasa-
cum-school. The study was qualitative in nature and used a case study
design. In this connection, 10 teachers of a madrasa-cum-school were
selected as a sample of the population. They were interviewed for 30 to 40
minutes. The interviews were transcribed, and then analyzed through
thematic analysis. The findings of the research show that the teachers were
familiar with the reading comprehension strategies, such as implying,
inferring, predicting, making predictions; and they were applying these

strategies successfully while teaching reading comprehension.
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Introduction

Reading comprehension has been the most neglected area of our education
system (Bhatti, 2013) which most of the teachers take for granted. It is
something that both the stakeholders, teachers and students, find boring,
ineffective and time consuming, which ultimately leads to the poor reading
comprehension, and hence our students are not able to survive at the higher
level of education. As Jarvis (2009) puts it reading skills have immense
importance in students’ success at school. Wenden (1985) states if students
have learnt reading strategies, they can become independent learners. They
do not have to rely on others. What’s more, better foundation in reading at
school and college level increases the chances of students’ success at
university (Common Core State Standards, 2010).

Unfortunately students’ reading comprehension skills have been neglected
especially in secondary schools in South Asia (Bhatti, 2013). In addition,
students find traditional methods of language learning non-interactive
(Kessler, 2007; Lamy & Klarskov, 2011; Lan, Sung, & Chang, 2006; Leakey,
2011). In Pakistani context reading comprehension is misunderstood at
secondary and higher secondary level, where students’ reading competence
is gauged by asking them to reproduce the answers to the questions they have
already memorized before the examination, and hence no reading
comprehension examination takes place. As far as the questions are
concerned, they are based on literal understanding of the text. No reading
strategies such as skimming, scanning, extensive reading, intensive reading,
implying, inferring are known to the students.

Since reading is commonly the most misunderstood area of a language (Bean,
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2005), students do not give enough time and attention to a challenging text.
A text has three aspects of its complexity _ qualitative aspect, quantitative
aspect, and reader and task aspect (Common Core State Standards, 2010).
They think it is the teacher’s job to teach text and at the same time the teacher
thinks students are such poor learners that it is his responsibility to teach the
text, and in our Pakistani context this gets much exaggerated. According to
Raja (2010), teachers in our context use textbooks just as compulsion, so they
read the text to the class and dictate the students the answers to the questions.
Hence both the teacher and the students remain in this vicious circle and they
remain there till the end of the term. As a result, the students remain poor
reader throughout their whole school and college life, which affect their

studies at university badly.

Reading is complex and purposeful cognitive process in which a reader uses
his/her knowledge of different skills in order to construct meaning (Raja,
2013). Itis not simply reading words on the page and answering the questions
given at the end of the text as is the case in our society. Reading is an intricate
area of a language and it should be given due time and attention (Raja,
2013).

As the researcher has been teaching English language and reading
comprehension, the researcher has personally observed that reading
comprehension is not given enough attention. Therefore, the purpose of the
study is to investigate how to improve students’ reading comprehension and
to find out which strategies are more helpful in improving students’ reading

comprehension.
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Research Questions

The primary question of the study was:

1. What are effective reading comprehension strategies taught in a
madrasa-cum-school? The secondary question was:

2. Are these strategies enough to make reading comprehension easy?

Literature Review

Different religions, especially the Hebraic religions, have given a lot
importance to reading; as all these religions have scriptures to read and
interpret. When Islam came to the subcontinent, the emphasis on reading
increased a lot because the first word of the revelation says ‘read’ and the
Prophet Mohammed (SAW) urged his disciples to read (USAID, 2014).
Therefore, after the conquest of Sindh, the culture of reading spread
throughout the region. However with the passage of time the emphasis on
education became less and less. After the sub- continent was colonized by
the British, only the elite class of the society could read and write, and the

majority of the population was illiterate (ibid).

English speakers are categorized into three groups: those who speak English;
those who were colonized by the English; and those who neither speak
English nor were they ever colonized by the English (Raja, 2012). The
speakers of the countries once colonized are called ESL countries. Pakistan
is also one of these ESL countries. Because of colonial legacy, in the
beginning English was decided on as the official language of the country.
Later on it was decided that Urdu would replace English within next fifteen
years (The Constitution of The Islamic Republic of Pakistan, 1973) but again
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it did not happen. English remained the official language of the country until
the recent past when The Supreme Court of Pakistan gave its verdict by
declaring Urdu as the official language of Pakistan and urged the
Government of Pakistan to enforce it in the government offices throughout
the country. Because of this crisis, the English language policy suffered a
great setback in terms of English language learning and teaching. Therefore,
many researches assert that English language teaching is far from
satisfactory, and it is not fulfilling the needs of both learners and teachers
(Warsi, 2004).

Barnett (1989, cited in Omaggio, 1993) says reading is a communicative
mental process as it requires the reader’s active participation in the creation of

meaning and exploitation of strategies.

Day and Bamford (2000) suggest that reading is the construction of meaning
from a text. According to Brummit-Yale (2008), reading is a complex mental
process in which a reader uses his/her knowledge and awareness of phonemes
and phonics to decode the text. Early and Sawyer (1994) assert that given
three characteristics of reading are agreed upon: a) reading is the construction
of meaning intended by the writer; b) reading is a mental process; and c)
reading is generating meaning by using one’s knowledge of syntax,
semantics, and phonemes. Considering all the foregoing definitions, it can be
said that reading is a process of decoding what the writer is saying; what he
wants to convey and to critically think about what he writes. In other words,
to decode what the writer’s message is, to understand what the implied

meaning is, and to think critically about the written text.
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Reading comprehension is at times a challenging activity even for native
speakers, which suggests that it is not an easy skill to learn. Nevertheless, it
is the most essential skill to learn (Raja, 2012). The Common Core State
Standards (2010) states that even though the demands for reading have been
increased in the past few years, the complexity of K-12 texts have declined
in terms of sophistication and students’ reading of complex and text has been

ignored. This brings to light the importance of strategy instruction.

Researchers have proved that reading strategies gear up students’ reading
comprehension. Hamp Lyons (1985) and Kern (1989) posit that a group of
students taught reading strategies did better than those who did not follow
any strategy. According to Poole (2009), there is close a connection between
reading strategy use and good reading comprehension. Wenden (1985) and
Oxford (1990) state that reading strategies make students independent
readers. According to Block (1986), reading strategies allow learners to carry
out a task by identifying which textual cues they have to focus on, how to

make sense of the written text, and how to resolve the reading problems.

If readers understand the ideas conveyed through the text and use them in
new situations, such readers are efficient reader (Ontario, 2016). Efficient
readers analyze the information critically in order to relate it to their own
lives and situations. Students can become efficient readers if they learn a
range of reading comprehension strategies and apply these strategies on a
wide range of text types they read. Kiigiikoglu (2013) confirmed that students
performed well at reading comprehension after they had been taught reading
comprehension strategies; these strategies consisted of implying, inferring,

summarizing, predicting, visualizing, and making connections. Washington-
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Nortey (2013) confirmed that extensive reading and reading literature help

students become efficient readers.

Unfortunately in our Pakistani context reading is the most ignored area of

language learning (Muhammed ,2011). According to Jarvis and Szmczk

(2010), reading activities and tests are supposed to be time consuming and

not interesting at all. Concurring to this view, Liu (2008) states that reading

has always been ignored in South Asian schools, for teachers do not focus

on reading strategies while teaching. Raja (2012) states that teachers in

Pakistan do not take any interest in reading passages; they teach reading as

a compulsion and dictate the answers to the questions given at the end of

the reading passage. In addition to this, Wyatt (2012) posits that teachers do

not have any command on reading and they are not trained for teaching

reading.

Since a lot of research has been carried out about the importance of reading
strategies in the domain of schools, and no research has been carried out
about the teaching of reading skills in the domain of madaris, the present
research focuses on the teaching of reading strategies in the domain of
madaris. The purpose of the research is to explore how reading and reading
strategies are being taught in madaris and to provide solutions to the

problems in this connection.

Methodology

Since this study was exploratory in nature, the researcher used the qualitative
method because it is said that the qualitative method is the best for such kind
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of researches. According to Creswell (1994), a qualitative research is a
process of inquiry in order to understand a complex social or human
problem. It helps us understand and interpret deeply a complex phenomenon
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). That is why; the qualitative method was thought
to be the most useful way of carrying out the research. As a case study is a
kind of research that investigates an ongoing phenomenon in its real-life

context Stake (1995), the research was carried out as a case study design.
Sampling

Ten teachers of a madrasah-cum-school were selected through convenience
sampling as a sample of the population. Three of them had M Phil in Islamic
Studies; two of them had bachelor degree from the USA; and four had a B.A
degree from Karachi. All the teachers were involved in teaching reading
comprehension. Since the teaching of English at such institutes is an
emerging phenomenon, the researcher chose convenience sampling for this
study. Singh 7 Mangat (1996, cited in Raja, 2017) defines convenience
sample as a sample that is restricted to a part of the population which is

readily accessible.
Data collection tool

Interviews are very important in order to understand the given phenomenon
through the interviewees’ eyes. They help us understand how the
interviewees perceive the given

phenomenon and what are their feelings and attitude towards it. Therefore,
the researcher used structured interviews as a data collection tool in order to

ensure that nothing important was missed out during the interviews. The
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questions of the interview were developed by the researcher himself. The
participants of the study were asked ten questions and each interview lasted
from 30 to 40 minutes. The interviews were conducted at the place they were

working.

Data analysis

The interviews were transcribed and then analysed through thematic
analysis. Thematic analysis is a useful process of identifying and analysing
patterns and themes within a qualitative data Braun and Clarke (2006). The
researcher tried to explore teachers’ understanding of and their attitude

towards reading strategies and how they were applying them in their classes.

Reading strategies applied in the classes

The results of the interviews show that most of the teachers were aware of
the reading strategies and they were applying them while teaching textbooks.
Some teachers were even teaching reading strategies separately as well. One

of the teachers said,

“I think without knowing reading strategies, the students cannot enjoy the
beauty of reading.

Unfortunately in our context (Pakistan) people do not have enough
knowledge of these strategies. Therefore, reading for them is one of the

most difficult jobs.”

The teachers were applying these strategies successfully in the reading

comprehension classes. Some of the strategies the teachers talked about were
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contextual clues, implying, inferring, making predictions, summarizing, and

making connections. One of the teachers said,

“ While teaching any passage, I try to motivate the students to try to
understand the passage themselves; and when they encounter something new
like some new words, | ask them to focus on the words preceding and
following that specific word in order to work out the meaning. Most of the
time, it helps students understand what the meaning of the given word can
be in that

specific context.”

The teachers explained that they taught authentic texts containing different
types of writing styles. For example, the texts they were teaching consisted
of excerpts from newspapers, magazine articles, short stories, novels,
memoirs, scientific journals and poetry. The reason behind this was to make
students familiar with different kinds of text, and to teach them how to handle

each text type. One of the teachers commented,

“Tintroduce different text types in the class and ask the students to read them
by applying appropriate strategies. | ask them which text type demands
scanning; which skimming; which intensive reading; and which extensive
reading. This is how | teach them that reading, for example, a newspaper

article is quite different from reading a literary piece of writing.”

It also became known to the researcher that the teachers also focused on the
inferential questions. About answering an inferential question, one of the

teachers said,

“I ask them (students) to identify where the possible answer to the question
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lies. Then I ask them to read the given part of the text thoroughly in order to
get a better understanding. And then | ask them to answer the question even

if it not explicitly stated.”

Apart from the foregoing strategies, the teachers also talked about students’
critical response to the given text. They believed that reading a given text
critically is also very important because it helps them become careful

readers. Regarding critical reading, one of the teachers said,

“I believe it is the most important part of reading which encourages
students to respond to the given text critically. It helps them understand

the true value of an argument.”

The Effects Of The Reading Comprehension Strategies In The

Classes

One of the teachers said

“These strategies helped the students a lot. The students started taking
interest in the reading texts and they were motivated to carry out the exercise.
Before going through reading strategies, the students thought of reading as

something outside the domain of language learning.”

100% teachers agreed that they asked the students to make use of contextual
clues in order to understand the meaning of a new word. One of the teachers

said,

“When the students come across a new word in the text, I ask them to read

sentences that come before and after that word. | have seen this strategy
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works a lot. This we take as a riddle; and students enjoy it very much. Once
they have worked out the meaning, | ask them to check their answer against
the dictionary. Interestingly, most of the time the students have guessed the

right meaning.”

Another strategy that the teachers were using was inferring. Since the school
runs the O Level programme, which requires the students to answer different
types of questions, the teachers tried to teach how to answer different types
of question in a reading passage. One of these questions is inferential

questions. About the inferential questions, one of the teachers said,

“While teaching a reading passage, we focus on inferential questions as well.
In order to check their understanding, sometimes | bring a daily newspaper
to the class and ask them questions about the intended message of the

opinion-writer. | like it when they give the right answer.”
Reading Strategy and Text Difficulty

During the interviews, it became apparent that even though these strategies
were helping the students in handling the reading passage, they are not the only
thing which is needed to work on. The teachers were of the opinion that despite
the usefulness of these strategies, they are not very helpful if the students are

unable to understand the words on the page. One of the teachers said,

“Even though these strategies are very helpful, the text difficulty is the
main problem that the students encounter during reading. We have seen
students scoring low even though they have gone through these strategies.
The main problem is the text difficulty.” When asked about the text
difficulty, he said, “It is as important to know what they read as what they
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have to dowith
what they read. This thing is explained in the Appendix A of the Common

Core State Standard.”

About the text difficulty, the same teacher said, “Again according to
Common Core State Standards, a text difficulty can be measured into three
ways i.e., qualitatively, quantitatively, and in terms of task. By qualitative,
we mean subject matter of the text; by quantitative, we mean the syntactic
structure and vocabulary; and by task, we mean the activities and exercises

given at the end of the text.”
Students’ Reading Difficulty

When asked about students’ reading problems, most of the teachers said that
challenging vocabulary and longer pieces of discourse or sentences
containing several modifying clauses

make reading difficult for the students. It also became apparent that

at times students face difficulty while looking up the meaning of the

word in a dictionary. One of the teachers commented,

“The main difficulty that the students face is that the students cannot decide
on the meaning of a given a word when it has several closely connected

dictionary meanings.”

During the course of the interview, another difficulty that was pointed out
was students’ lack of cultural knowledge and social norms. Since the
students did not have in-depth knowledge of English culture and their social

norms, they could not arrive at the desired message of the text. One of the
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teachers explained this problem in the following way:

“Lack of cultural information is a big hurdle in students’ reading
comprehension. If there is a topic about, let’s say, Christmas tree or Santa
Claus, how can our students understand it when they have never come

across such term in their real life?”
Suggestion for Improving Students’ Reading Difficulties

80% teachers believed that students’ reading difficulties were because of
their lack of extensive reading. They believed that students’ reading
difficulties can be minimized if the students are provided with enough
reading materials and they are made to read extensively. One of the teachers

said,

“Extensive reading is a must for students. If they want to improve their
reading skills, I would suggest that they must do extensive reading.
Classroom reading, in my view, is not enough to handle your reading

comprehension difficulties.”

In order to make the given text easier the teacher tried different strategies.
Some of them focused on making analogies while some focused on
paraphrasing the given text into simple English.

Regarding this, one of the teachers said,

“I break up the longer sentences into simple ones. I ask the students about
different kinds of references for example, anaphoric references, cataphoric
references and exophoric references. | also ask the students to define and
explain the relationship between and among different kinds of modifying
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phrases and clauses.”
Conclusion

The findings of the research indicate that in order to teach reading
comprehension, it is not enough to teach only reading comprehension
strategies. The teacher must take into consideration the complexity of the text
as well. All the teachers agreed that students’ reading difficulties can be
minimized by developing their habit of extensive reading. During the
research, it became known that no reading programme was being used in
order to improve students reading comprehension. The teachers were just
teaching reading strategies simultaneously during teaching from textbooks.
Some teachers were also providing handouts based on reading skills.

Further research is needed to suggest different ways to make a difficult text

understandable for the learners.
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Appendix

Questionnaire for Teachers

o o~ L N

10.

11.

12.
13.
14.
15.

16.

Since how long have you been teaching English?

How many workshops/training sessions have you attended till now?
Which aspect of language you consider the most important one?
Why are you teaching reading comprehension?

What are the main difficulties that face your students while reading?
In your view, what are the main reasons behind students’ weaknesses in
reading?

What kind of reading strategies do you try to teach in order to make
your students able to handle a difficult text?

Which approach/es do you use while teaching reading?

How do you rate students’ ability of reading comprehension?

How do you help your students deal with different types of
questions in a reading comprehension test?

Does the literary text present in the materials pose any difficulty to the
students?

Do you use authentic text in the class?

Which textbooks do you use?

Are they enough for your students?

Relying on your experience, what suggestion do you give to your
students to help their reading comprehension?

How do you help your students deal with different types of

questions in a reading comprehension test?
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