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 Collaboration between UNTL English department staff and 

co-researchers based at the University of Waikato, 
Aotearoa (New Zealand),  
 

 Francisco  Amaral  
 Felismina de Araujo 
 Jenny Field 
 Jorge S Gutterres 
 José Luis da Silva 

 
 

 
Amaral, Barnard, Field and McLellan (2009) and Barnard, 

Field & McLellan, (2011) 



 
  identified by Timorese team members 

 

 little sense of progression in reading as students 
moved through the curriculum 

 

 examine current practice, and in particular the way 
in which new vocabulary is introduced 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Teachers of reading at UNTL noticed that there was little sense of progression in reading as students moved through the curriculum, and so it was decided to observe current reading classes and to describe and reflect on the ways that teachers introduced and practiced new vocabulary and to explore what part students take in the process.
 




 
 

….“the use of reflective practice in teacher professional 
development is based on the belief that teachers can 
improve their own teaching by consciously and 
systematically reflecting on their teaching experiences.” 

 

                                                (Farrell 2007) 
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  and this is so that they can take more responsibility for the actions they take in their classrooms.” (p.8) Noting that the notion of reflective practices dates back to the work of Dewey (1933), he holds that renewed interest in reflective practice parallels the emergence of constructivist ideas in education where “the learner constructs knowledge through engaging and interacting with content and the world” 



    
 
“…can help teachers move from a level where they 

may be guided largely by impulse, intuition, or 
routine, to a level where their actions are guided by 
reflection and critical thinking” (p. 5).  
 

                                                                           
     Richards (1990)  



 
 

….. “can trigger a deeper understanding of teaching” and 

“teachers who are better informed as to the nature of 
their teaching are able to reflect on what aspects of 
their teaching they need to change  p. 4”. 

 

                        Richards and Lockhart (1994) 
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Farrell’s notion that reflective practice supports teacher development was also  explored by Richards and Lockhart (1994)  who held that “ critical reflection can trigger a deeper understanding of teaching” and suggested that “teachers who are better informed as to the nature of their teaching are able to reflect on what aspects of their teaching they need to change p. 4”




  
… ‘ when teachers come together on their own initiative 

in order to reflect on their work, they can complement 
individual members’ strengths, and compensate for 
each member’s limitations, all for the common good of 
the group and the institutions in which they work 
p.120.”  

                                                                                
    Farrell  (2007) 
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This gave the teaching team the impetus for collaboratively examining/exploring the current practices of teaching reading at UNTL and in particular to examine the introduction of new vocabulary. 



 

Team awareness that:  
 
 the pedagogy relating to teaching reading  and approach to 

reflective practice should be considered in the light of 
contextual affordances and constraints  

 collaborative approach ensured that ownership of potential 

changes would remain with the team and perhaps avoid  
‘tissue rejection’.                                (Holliday 1992) 
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The research team were also gave consideration to the ecology of the setting. They were aware that some of the pedagogy discussed in the literature in relation to teaching reading and the approach to reflective practice, needed to be considered in the light of contextual  affordances and constraints. The team thought that the collaborative approach to the task ensured that ownership of potential changes would remain with the team and perhaps avoid  tissue rejection. (Holliday 1992).




 
Three areas to know a word 

 
 knowledge of form 
 knowledge of meaning  
 knowledge of use 

 
 Receptive and productive skills 
 Passive and active vocabulary 
                                        Nation, ISP (2001)  p.27.  

 
                                            
 However languages are not exact parallels of each other  
    so concepts, referents and associations need to be addressed 
                                            Harmer, J. (2012)  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Vocabulary is an important element of language learning as words express meaning. Nation (2001) says that word knowledge can be divided into three areas: knowledge of form, knowledge of meaning and knowledge of use p.27.  The distinction between receptive skills (perceiving and retrieving a word while listening and reading) and  productive skills ( expressing a meaning through speaking and writing) are other ways of viewing vocabulary acquisition and these are dispersed across the three areas (p. 24.) Finally there is the distinction between active and passive vocabulary, the former being able to be readily accessed and the latter only being activated by external stimuli (p.25).   Languages are then not exact parallels to each other in the way they use their vocabulary so another subdivision - concepts, referents and associations - needs to be addressed in order to avoid confusion caused by the wrong choice of words



 situations about a subject’s life 

 dialogues or texts about students’ lives  

 pictures or photos or gestures can be used 

 students can be asked to follow instructions 

 a task based approach  

 students can research the new language themselves 
become language ‘miners’ or ethnographers 

                                                 Harmer (2012) p.106     
 



 
 helps language acquisition  

 
 “reading at the appropriate level is one of the best ways for 

students to get comprehensible input, that is language 
they can understand” Harmer (2012) p.122 

 

 Krashen’s study  

   Sustained Silent Reading programme  had positive results 
(Krashen (1993) p. 32 – 35 
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In relation to reading, Harmer says that as well as being able to read in English, students  need to be fluent and regular readers in their first language, as such reading also helps them to learn and acquire English There is limited reading material available for students to read in English and so reading habits in general in both L1 and L2 are still developing. However there is now opportunity for an extensive reading programme with the advent of the English Language Centre and a wide selection of graded readers. Harmer (2012) states that  “reading at the appropriate level is one of the best ways for students to get comprehensible input, that is language they can understand” (2012, p.122). Krashen conducted a study which compared students on a Sustained Silent Reading programme with students who received direct instruction in writing, grammar and spelling. The study showed that in 38 out of 41 instances the students in the SSR programme did as well or better in vocabulary and reading comprehension than their peers (Krashen (1993) p. 32 – 35).




 “is often not very useful since it does not help them to 
understand a text and many do it very badly”                         
     Harmer (2012) p.69 
 

 “giving students opportunity to preview the material first 
and asking them to think about how to read the text, and 
perhaps ‘mumbling’ the words to themselves before 
reading aloud” 

                                                 Harmer (2012) pp. 216-217    
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Harmer also refers to the habit in some classes of reading aloud saying that this has been popular for many years but “is often not very useful since it does not help them to understand a text and many do it very badly” (Harmer, 2012, p.69), pointing out that line-by-line reading can be potentially embarrassing for students who read aloud and demotivating for other students . However, he suggests that there is a place for reading aloud, and advises giving students opportunity to preview the material first and asking them to think about how to read the text, and perhaps ‘mumbling’ the words to themselves before reading aloud. (pp. 216-217).   




 

 these methods utilise the target language only 

 

 ‘many older students value translation as a tool ‘     Harmer (2012) 

 

 ‘quick, simple and easily understood’    Nation (2001)  p. 86 

 

 recent action research conducted by Barnard, Robinson, da Costa, 
and da Silva Sarmento found that  Tetum and Portuguese, Bahasa 
Indonesia were used during class time as well as English. 
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All these methods utilise the target language only. Harmer only briefly mentions translation saying that many older students value it as a tool.  Nation (2001) says that although there is a perception that translation takes time away from the second language, that its advantage is that is “quick, simple and easily understood ( p. 86). The students have some competency at three or four languages and while Portuguese is designated as the language of instruction English is used  and taught in the English department. Students and teachers use these languages as tools to convey meaning and the recent action research conducted by Barnard, Robinson, da Costa, and da Silva Sarmento found that  Tetum and Portuguese, Bahasa Indonesia were used during class time as well as English.�




 
 Observation of four one-hour reading lessons with 

students from Years I – IV 

 range of activities and roles of both students and 
teachers  recorded  

 time frames of lesson stages recorded 

 class sizes range from between 20 to 45 students 

  reading texts of between 100 and 200 words selected 
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To ascertain what was occurring in the current situation at the university,the team observed, audio- recorded and described four one-hour reading lessons with students from Years I – IV. Observers took note of the range of activities during the hour-long lesson, noting the roles and activities of both the teacher and students, and recorded the time frames of the lesson stages. Class sizes range from between 20 to 45 students. In each session a reading text of between 100 and 200 words had been selected.
 




 Familiarisation with text   
             
multiple opportunities for students to read and listen to the text  

- read aloud 

 -read silently  

 -read in groups aloud 

 -teacher read a line followed by students  

- individual students asked to read aloud 
 
 
 (31.25% of total lesson time) 
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The first stage of each of the lessons focused on students’ gaining familiarity with the text. The introduction of new vocabulary was integrated into the lesson and new words were addressed as they arose, rather than being pre-taught. There were multiple opportunities for students to read and listen to the text. The text was read aloud, read silently and then subsequently read in groups. On some occasions the teacher read would read a line of the text followed by the students in choral repetition. Sometimes individual students were asked to read aloud. Almost one third (31.25%) of the lesson time was taken with reading the text in these ways.




 
 Gaining meaning from text 
 
 

 verbal means 

 questioning  

 concept checking  

 explanation  (in English or in another language if needed)  

   
 
 

 (Also took 31.25% of  total lesson time) 
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The same proportion of time (31.25%) was used in gaining meaning from the text.  The text was read again, broken into sentences or clauses. Elicitation techniques were used, the teacher checking the students’ understanding through questioning. When students answered questions in Tetum, the teacher asked them to answer in English.
When exploring new vocabulary, explanation was used widely too. Teachers asked students to find unfamiliar words in the text and then they explained them first in English usually using a synonym, and sometimes followed this explanation with a translation in Tetum or Bahasa Indonesia. Two examples of translation were the word “scandal”which the teacher translated as   “nahantodantambasalar boot no halo moe,” and the words “public gardens”and “museum”were explained first in English and then in Tetum. A translation into Tetum was occasionally written on the whiteboard. An example of this was the word trophy. Trophy = cup= copa was written by the teacher on the board. 
Sometimes explanations for unfamiliar words were given in English. The difference between a watch and a clock was given in English, and in another lesson an explanation was given about the words soccer and football and corruption and monopoly. Teachers ensured that students understood the meaning of the text before moving on to the next section.




 teacher  pronounced the word or phrase, then 
choral repetition by class  

 repetition used, and native speakers of English 
were held up as the model  

 reading aloud provided the teacher with knowledge  
of their students’ competence with pronunciation 
 
 

 (4.1 % of total class time) 



Sentence completion 

Comprehension tasks  

Grammar tasks 

Dictionary work 
 
 
 33.5% of total lesson time 
 
 
 
 However little evidence of  reviewing  of new vocabulary  



 
Recommendation 1:    Reading aloud  
 

 Increase time of silent reading ( with reading aloud or 
‘mumbling’ encouraged if needed) Harmer (2012 ), p. 216 – 217 

 

 Investigation into the impact of extensive reading and 
sustained silent reading in further action research  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Although this research is on a small scale some interesting themes emerged for reflection which may give impetus for local action research projects. The data showed that there was a lot of class time (31%), given to reading the text aloud as students gained familiarity with the text. The skill of reading aloud can assist with the patterns of the language and intonation, and it certainly assists the teacher to review students’ pronunciation skills. The team approves the practice, considering that this procedure assists students with pronunciation. However, acknowledging that the practice does not aid comprehension, they felt that increasing the amount of time for silent reading prior to reading aloud, and using Harmer’s suggestion of mumbling as they read may be a useful adaptation. By vocalising the text quietly the student has more opportunity to think and construct meaning from the text. Having access to more suitable reading material in the English Language Centre suggests that activities in the Centre and the classroom could be linked.. 




 Recommendation 2: 
 

 research recycling and revisiting new vocabulary 

 further exploitation of text 

 review new vocabulary – end of lesson and start of 
following lesson 

 more activities; paper based, oral and verbal, 

 Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) 
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 The second theme that emerged is the theme of gaining meaning from the text: the data showed that teachers used a variety of oral techniques to ensure that students understood the text, although it is noteworthy that there was little or no pre-teaching of vocabulary. New vocabulary was addressed as students read and re-read the text. They were also given opportunities to ask about any vocabulary they didn’t understand. Students were asked about the gist of the text and concept checking questions were used. They were encouraged to respond to questions in English, but to use a language other than English if they needed to. New words were either explained in English first or sometimes translated. 



 
(a) pronounce the word in English 
(b) offer a synonym or phrase of a similar meaning 
(c) use a dictionary 
(d) translate from Tetum, Bahasa Indonesia or Portuguese 

whichever is appropriate 
 
Action research suggestion 
 Further action research which investigates teacher’s and 

students’ perceptions about the use of languages other than 
English  to support language learning 
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When asked by the international team member about their approach to using languages other than English to clarify meaning, teachers said that they now use the following approach when an unfamiliar word is encountered: 



 Recommendation 3: 
 

 

 to consider building on current practices of oral 
interaction by inquiring into dialogic teaching 
approaches 

                                              Alexander (2008)  
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Presentation Notes
The time allocated to finding meaning from the text was 31%, and it seemed that students seemed to be well supported through oral means; questioning, concept checking, explanations in English and uses of other languages to support meaning when deemed appropriate. The classroom culture seemed similar to those described in Holliday (1996) which reflect the small-class culture which is“based on natural, implicit community and personal relationships.” The relationships between teacher and students were harmonious with good rapport between lecturers and students.  The potential of dialogic teaching (Alexander, 2008) with its emphasis on dialogue and discussion may be a natural extension to the current practices which involve exposition, instruction and recitation. “Discussion and dialogue require students not merely to listen and answer, but also to think, engage and take decisions about their learning (p 3).”The team considered that these additional practices would encourage critical thinking skills and potentially would synergise with the existing culture in the classroom, building on the oral traditions of both teachers and students. Teachers and students already use oral means to explore and discuss content in a naturalistic way, and so further exploration of a dialogic approach through Action Research may yield a very valuable addition to the pedagogical practices in this setting. 




 1. Increase silent reading time in class 
                                            
 2. Extensive reading project linking classroom and 

English Language Centre 
                                           
 3. Introduce new tasks to consolidate vocabulary  

 
 4.  Students’ and teachers’ perceptions about use of 

languages other than English when learning English                                  
       

 5. Begin to investigate dialogic teaching approach to 
build on oral tradition and current practice 

                                                              
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Reflecting on the current practices in English reading classes at the National University in Timor-Leste has yielded some valuable insights for the teaching team.  Utilising the English Language Centre to support resource requirements for both intensive and extensive reading, there are some themes that could be explored in further action research.  The areas suggested by the team are to look at ways to increase the ratio of silent reading in classes and to research ways in which students can be encouraged to read more extensively. Some training in the dialogic teaching approach could build on current practices of verbal engagement with students in class. Finally a number of small action research projects which further explore ways of consolidating vocabulary through recycling and revisiting new vocabulary may assist in building a sense of reading progress in the department. 




 
 

 
Thank you very much. 

 
Do you have any questions? 
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