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Using Graded Readers in the Classroom

WHAT ARE GRADED READERS?

Ciraded Readers are fiction and non-fiction books that
have been specially written for learners of English as a
foreign or second language. As their name suggests, they
are graded into levels of language difficulty. This is done
by means of controlled structures, vocabulary, grammat-
ical features, information load and cultural background.

Giraded Readers aim to provide the language student
with a variety of reading materials appropriate to his/her
language level and interests. Students may recognise
some titles at the higher levels, as these are very often
adaptations from existing books, while at the lower
levels, many Readers are specially written stories.

Graded Readers are deliberately designed not to look
like language books, but to look like popular paper-
backs. Their bright covers are designed to attract the
students’ attention and motivate them to want to read.
Although the books vary in length, the majority at the
lower levels are short and can be read quickly and
easily. This is important for students who are learning
English as they need to feel they are succeeding right
from the start. Finishing a book in a foreign language is
one of the most challenging and motivating experiences
a student can have and this will encourage further
reading.

The language levels are carefully pitched so that at
each level students will meet only those grammatical
features which they have already been taught in their
courses. The use of all the grammatical features is made
clear through context and by reinforcement. After new
language has been introduced it is repeated and recycled
so that the learner becomes familiar with it.

An important feature of Graded Readers is informa-

tion control, that is, the amount of information
presented in each sentence, paragraph, or chapter. Care
is taken to control the density of information appro-
priate to each level and to avoid too many sub-plots,
focusing on only vital information so that the student
can follow the story with ease and enjoyment.

When we read in our native language, we bring an
enormous amount of cultural and background know-
ledge to a text. For many learners, a lack of knowledge
of the culture or background referred to or inferred
interrupts the understanding of certain authentic texts.
This is why the amount of cultural background included
within the text of Readers is limited; or such informa-
tion can also be conveyed through pictures.
Background information is also provided whenever
necessary in the form of a short summary at the start of
the book, together with maps, diagrams and character
portraits, in order to aid general comprehension.

Vocabulary is limited at each level. There is a
general body of vocabulary that students are expected to
know at each level. New or unfamiliar words are only
introduced where the meaning is obvious and it is then
reinforced by repetition. In Readers at higher levels
extra help is given by the inclusion of lists of words that
students might find difficult. Illustrations such as
photos, maps, drawings and diagrams can also give the
student extra help in understanding difficult words,
events in the story, or ideas which cannot be easily
expressed in the permitted language. All of these
comprehension aids help the students to develop their
reading ability without necessarily referring to a dic-
tionary and thus interrupting reading fluency.

The Graded Reader provides you with a valuable
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teaching tool in order to encourage and motivate your
students to read. But does reading help students to make
progress in their language learning in general and if so,

how and in which areas?

WHY USE GRADED READERS?

Much of the reading done in the classroom is usually
based on a short reading passage from a coursebook and
students are asked to concentrate on vocabulary or
structure or even to develop specific reading skills such
as scanning or guessing the meaning of unknown words.
This kind of reading is widely known as intensive reading
and is important in order to prepare students for the
extensive reading they can do outside the classroom.
Extensive reading usually refers to the kind of reading
many students already do in their own language, for
example, reading novels, non-fiction texts or reference
books.

The value of extensive reading outside the classroom
is considerable. Research has shown that reading exten-
sively in a foreign language can result in:
® faster reading
® a significant increase in vocabulary
® a better understanding of how the language is used
@ better writing skills
® a more positive attitude to the foreign language
in general.

We will look at each of these in turn.

Improving Reading Fluency
When we read in our own language, we often read
several words together or whole blocks of words, one eye

movement taking in several words at a time. Many











































































