


PROCESSING SKILL IS ENHANCED IN READING LITERARY WORKS

order of before, during and after reading. Barnett (1989) and Bernhardt
(1991) describe various tasks in reading, among which pre-reading
tasks, while-reading tasks and post-reading tasks are often utilized in
classroom language teaching.

Pre-reading tasks aim to relate a text to students' prior experiences
and relevant knowledge, activate and expand their content and formal
schemata, build vocabulary and help identify cultural influences that
may affect reading comprehension or interpretation (Byrd, 1995)
through brainstorming questions, group discussion, skimming, scanning
or writing, etc. Some pre-reading questions which are within students'
capacity are "designed to stimulate response, and a willingness to
response" (Brumfit and Cárter, 1986, p. 47). The purpose of designing
pre-reading tasks is obviously to arouse students' interest and help them
approach the text more meaningfully and purposefully. But we need
to balance the degree of operating pre-reading tasks. The "warm-up
activity that goes on [either] too long [or too far] can be distracting, tax-
ing, and counter-productive" (McRae, 1996, p. 25).

Based upon pre-reading tasks, while-reading tasks are designed to
help students to become efficient in dealing with complex or unfamil-
iar structures and words so as to work through the text. Reading strat-
egy practice, linguistic development and activation of thinking or pro-
cessing form the core of while-reading tasks. Different kinds of
questions designed for discussion can range from lower-order, referen-
tial, closed questions to higher-order, inferential, open questions (Cárter
and Long, 1991, p. 38; McRae, 1991, 1996) so as to encourage students
at different levéis to read, analyze and appreciate the text not only lit-
erally but also between the Unes. They also challenge students to reflect
analytically, critically and creatively, trigger their questioning, and stir
up their imagination.

In post-reading tasks, students are provided with opportunities for
summarizing, deducting and evaluating the text. Students' language, text
and cultural awareness is raised through discussion, and they are helped
to go beyond the text they have read and understood to recast or trans-
form the text feature into a new setting or form. Professor Cárter said
that "Reading is probably not the passive process we take it to be. It
involves us in relating the experiences of the [narrator] to the experi-
ences we ourselves have undergone or can imagine ourselves under-
going" (1991, P- 16). I strongly believe that students wilí be better moti-
vated to read a literary text if they can relate it to their own experience.
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However, it should be pointed out that tasks may not be neces-
sarily confined to be designed according to the phases as was raen-
tioned above. There is no clear-cut demarcation between them. The
tasks designed in each phase may be overlapped or interwoven. They
should be, based on what the text is, flexibly operated in the pro-
cessing of the text with developing students' processing or thinking skill
as a core.

Both the teacher and students bring different affective and cogni-
tive conditions to the construction of a text presentation so that differ-
ent interpretations for a text will be expected (Ruddell and Unrau, 1994,
p. 123). "The reading we are directing is an appeal to the individual
mind" (McRae, 1991, p. 123). I strongly advócate that students are encour-
aged or challenged to relate the text they are learning to the reality
they are facing. "Reality itself is a plural text with as many interpreta-
tions as there are individuáis experiencing it. The text, therefore, is to
be considered as an expression of experience" (McRae, 1991, p. 124).

We should not only improve students' linguistic, pragmatic compe-
tence but also develop their cognitive and metacognitive strategies through
processing literary works. According to O'Malley, Chamot (1989) and
Oxford (1990), cognitive strategies refer to processes and behavior
which learners use to help them improve their ability to learn or
remember something, particularly those which learners use with spe-
cific classroom tasks and activities in reading comprehension. Any men-
tal process which learners make use of in language learning such as
inferencing, generalization, deductive learning, monitoring, memorizing,
problem-solving, etc. belongs to a cognitive process which deals with
learning systems of knowledge, particularly those processes involved in
thought, perception, comprehension, reflection, etc.

Metacognitive strategies "refer to the extent to which the reader is
thinking about or reflecting on what is being read. This feature demon-
strates that the reader is monitoring his / her own comprehension process.
Metacognition is characterized in written recalls by question marks, par-
enthetical comments, vague vocabulary, or blanks that illustrate the
reader's uncertainty about particular aspects of the text or demónstrate
additional [interpretation] that the text has not made explicit" (Berhardt,
1991, p. 122). Metacognition is an important component of the com-
prehension process for students, because it demands that they reeval-
uate and reflect on their interpretations of the text.

Based on all the above-mentioned, it is axiomatic that literature
should be introduced to students in the classroom as a means or
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resource for the enhancement of their language proficiency and more
important, their processing skill. And language should, in turn, be applied
as a "point of entry" for the improvement of their understanding and
appreciation of literature. Language teachers should teach language for
literature purposes and vice versa. I would like to introduce short sto-
ries such as "Windows" and "A Job on the Side" to sénior grade stu-
dents in my school, and guide them to process the texts properly with
the questions following the texts. These short stories are literally sim-
ple but metaphorically deep in meaning. They are "rich enough for
study at a variety of levéis and within a variety of contexts" (Dunning
1968, p. 8). They are good enough to train students' processing skill.

Short story

Windows
Freeman J. Wong

Yes, she was a helpful neighbor. She kept our mutual lañe spotless
all year round. She raked the maple leavesfor me infall, cleared my ice
in winter, and mowed my lawn in summer. And she asked for nothing
in return, but God knows what she was up to!

Then on Canadá Day last year, while my wife and I were enter-
taining friends in our backyard, I heard a loud crack. My basement win-
dow had been smashed to pieces. We rushed to the scene, and there was
that busy woman again! But why did she breák our basement window?
Was she clearing the wayfor her husband or someone else to break into
our home?

"What have you done to my fucking window?" I reproached her
sternly.

"Nothing. I was just sweeping the leaves when it suddenly broke. I
didn 't even touch it."

"Shut up! No more fucking stories! Do you want tofix it for me, or
should I cali the pólice?"

"Kindness is neverpaid in kindness," she mumbled to herself. "Serves
me right."

"Fuck you! Speak out. What are you going to do?"
"I'll get a contractor to replace the window for you."
"When?"
"Right now," she said firmly as she walked away.
A man carne and took the measurements. Thirty minutes later, he

returned with a new aluminum window wrapped in plástic and foam.
In less than an hour, my forty-year-old wooden window was replaced by
a modern one. To tell you the truth, I had wanted to change itfor a long

463



QINGSHENG XING

time, but just didn't have a chance. Thank God, Igot it free of charge
at last. Why not? She was a helpful woman who enjoyed doing good deeds
for others anyway.

Just between you and me, the true story is that while she was sweep-
ing the tree leaves for me, my boy -who was playing in the basemen—
kicked his ball right through the oíd window. It was the perfect moment
for me to threaten to press charge against her. What a helpful child! That
evening I rewarded him with two pounds of white chocolate.

After saving three hundred dollars on the new window, I began to
seek opportunities to have the other window replaced. To improve my
chances, I placed a five-foot long stick through an oíd hole to trip her
up. I intuitively listened for the stick whenever I heard footsteps around
my house -I woke up even in the small hours of the night, lest she would
hit and run. But she never carne again.

The synopsis of this short story: The narrator took a chance to cór-
ner and threaten his helpful neighbor to replace his oíd window with
a new one. The neighbor couldn't find a witness to prove that she was
innocent, so she got a contractor to replace the window. What was
even worse is that he took it for granted and tried to seek another
chance to trap her, but failed at last, because she never carne back to
his help.

To activate students' schemata, I give them some pre-reading ques-
tions to discuss about so as to provide a connection with this short
story.

• Do you know your neighbors or their ñames? If not, why not?
• What comes to your mind the moment the word "neighbor" is

mentioned?

Cognitive psychology identifies three phases in language develop-
ment: perceiving, in which students attend to certain aspects of expe-
rience by means of listening and reading; ideating, through students
reflect on the experience; and presenting, in which students express
their ideas by means of speaking and writing (Goodman, 1986).

• Why didn't the narrator use his neighbor's ñame, instead, he used
"she" all through the text?

• Do you believe that a woman was ready to help her neighbor
all year round only for the purpose of seeking an opportunity to break
into her neighbor's house with an out-of-date wooden window that had
been used for 40 years?
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• What do you think of the narrator and his neighbor based upon
the dialogue between them? Do you think the narrator rude, domi-
neering, unjustifiable, or overbearing? Do you agree that the neighbor
was passive, helpless, self-controlled, forbearing, or submitting to humil-
iation? If yes, why? If no, why not?

• Do you think the woman is strong or weak in character? Why
and why not?

• Use your imagination and tell why she decided to replace his
oíd wooden window with a new, modern one since it was not her
fault at all?

The students had a heated discussion on this question: maybe the
window was too oíd to fix; maybe she just didn't want to get involved
in this unpleasant, meaningless disagreement or conflict; maybe she
wanted to prove that she was God's daughter, loving not only her
friends but also her enemies; maybe she wanted to continué to help
her neighbor, leaving him an unforgettable impression; or maybe she
wanted to give him a good lesson by forming a sharp contrast of the
two Windows, which would definitely make him feel guilty, or humil-
iated, while making her feel good whenever she saw it.; maybe...

• What does the word "you" in the first sentence of the second
paragraph from the bottom refer to? Why?

Obviously most students will say "you" refers to the readers,
because readers have nothing to do with her or this dispute. It may
refer to God, because he kept the secret to himself and nobody knows
it except omnipresent God. And it may also refer to nobody but the
other half of the narrator himself. If "me" is physically the narrator, then
"you" psychologically the narrator. Maybe he didn't want to tell, but
deep in his heart the other half of the narrator just couldn't help telling
the truth.

• What does "the perfect moraent" mean?
• What does the word "reward" mean? What influence would what

the narrator did have on his child? Do you think his child will follow
suit when he grows up? Do you think what the narrator lost was far
more than what he got, or vice versa? In what way?

• Why didn't the woman come to his help after that?
• Do you believe that the narrator got a free-of-charge new win-

dow actually at a cost of his moral quality? How?
• What do you think the title is (if the title is held back)? Why?
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"Windows" is the best word as the title for this short story. One
window was broken and replaced with a new one, while the other one
is still what it was. Literally, a window is something through which we
can see things outside or inside. Metaphorically, it is compared to the
window of mind. The two characters displayed their different inner
worlds and qualities through the "windows" of their actions, their words
and the activities of their minds.

• What is the purpose of writing this short story in your own
opinión?

This short story reflects the relationship between people in a cer-
tain society has become isolated and indifferent, some people have
even become hypocritical and fraudulent. It discloses the seamy side
of the society in ironic way and draws the attention of the general pub-
lic to the social problem concerning ethics and moráis. Meanwhile it
probably intends to tell us that immoral action is not conforming to the
accepted morality.

Short story

A Job on the Side
FreemanJ. Wong

The security woman restated her accusation in the presence of the
pólice officer. She claimed that she hadfound an expensive watch belong-
ing to the store in Robert's pocket. The guard accused him ofstealing the
watch and wanted him arrested. Robert denied her allegations and accused
her of trying to frame him.

I was called in. The pólice officer took down my ñame, address and
phone number as he had done with Robert.

"Do you know him?" He pointed at Robert.
"No. But we were looking at the same watches at the jewelty count-

er about half an hour ago."
"The store is accusing him of stealing a watch." He looked into my

eyes. "Did you see him steal anything?"
"Sir, may I suggest that you first take a look at the jewelry counter

itself."
"Why?"
"Once you see it, maybe you 'II have a better idea."
Reluctantly, the pólice officer led us to the jewelry counter. "Now

what do you have to tell us?"
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"Sir, you can see for yourself. It's impossible for anybody to steal a
watch here without getting caught. This counter is always locked. What-
ever merchandise you see is always shown by the salesgirl. Plus, the secu-
rity camera would have the incident on tape."

"What else do you want to tell us?"
"Right after the salesgirl showed us the three watches, she put them

all back. I didn't even see htm touching them. How could he have stolen
anything?"

"Didyou ever see the watches all by yourself, then?" He asked Robert.
"No. You can ask her," he pointed to the salesgirl.
"Did he?"
"No, he didn't," the girl assured him.
"Then how could the watch have ended up in bis pocket?" The offi-

cer asked the security guard suspiciously.
She shrugged her shoulders, "It just did."
"Well, let's check the videotape."
The pólice officer released Robert right after viewing the tape. I con-

gratulated Robert and he gave me a warm hug. After we left the store,
he invited me to dinner in a French restaurant. He was still upset by the
whole incident. He told me that he would hire the best lawyer and sue
the store for slandering him in public. I offered to be his witness.

You never lose by helping a rich man win a lawsuit. They buy you
good meáis and pay you excellent wagesfor the days you go to courtfor
them.

That's the reason I started this job on the side after my wife lost her
job. Sometimes it takes a whole Saturday to find the right person at the
right spot where you can sneak something into their pocket or handbag.
The worst that can happen is that you plant something on somebody you
have been following for a whole day, then lose track of him or her when
the pólice are callea in. Without my help, some such people get heavy
fines, while others go to court only to lose the lawsuit. A few even have
to go to jail. Fortunately, Robert got off

As for the short story "A Job on the Side", I list the following ques-
tions for students to discuss about.

• Do you know any people who take an extra job apart from their
regular one? If yes, do you know why they do so? What do you think
of these people?

• Why did the security woman accuse Robert of stealing a watch
from a store? Is there any evidence that can be used to support her
accusation?

• What is Robert's reaction to the accusation? Did he accept or
deny it? What did he do in return?

467












	CampoTexto: CAUCE. Núm. 24. XING, Qingsheng (China). Processing Skill Is Enhanced in Reading ...


