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‘Teaching crltlca,l reac

ODAY'S societies

around the world are

changing tremendous-

Iv. Eduicarors, from cur-

riculum planners.and

policy makers to class-
room teachers, face the daunrng task
of preparing children for a successinl,
prosperous and productive life, In the
United States it is believed thar over
twenty five poercent of the jobs peo-
ple will be performing in the coming
vears do not even exist today, and
that those which continue to exist will
be markedly differant in their nature
from today.

What makes martérs complex is the
continuing explosion of information.
According 1o esrimates, within the
next ten yvears, 100 per cent aof the
world’s present collective knowledge
will constitute only 10 per cént of the
available kmowledge base. Experts
have already =aid thar most of what
we know usually has a shelf life of ten
years or less.

The technological explosion in the
delivery of information cannot be
ignored either. Provided one has a
computer, 8 phone line {or a cable),
and ‘@ modem, the libraries of the
world are accessible to him/her with
the click of the mouse, The tremen-
dous volume of available information
through CO-ROM, the Interner and
books makes one point evident: more
than ever before, young people will
nead gkills not only 1o benefit from a
vast fund of avidlable knowledge but
alse o do well in Later ife,

However, literacy levels in
Pakistan indicate that the education-
ol ciareers of & large numbers of chil-
dren are in jeopardy because they do
not vead well enough. The guestion of
how best o prepare children for the
future is not easy to answer.
However, one can say with confi-
dence that children cannot be pre-
pared o face the future with the
information that is tmught o them in
schools.

The most central task for student 15
ta leamn how to learn effectively. That
15 to say, students must be able to
take new ideas and examine them
crirically from numeroins perspectivis
and make judgments aboue the aver
all value based on their own needs;
purpese and prior knowledge. In
brief, they must develop all thase
abilities listed under “intellectual
development™ by Goodlad (1983), that
is; the ability to think rationally, o
use and evaluare knowledge and to
develop intellectual curiosity.

The responmbility of wuching stu-
dents how o read and think cridically
lies on teachers. It canmaot be assumed
that students will become critical
readers naturally or simply by wish-
ing. To become effective critdcal read-
ers and thinkers, they must be given
opportunities and reasons to think

critically. Students must be provided
opportunities to challenge, integrate.
reconfigure, adapt, or dismiss infor-
mation. On receiving new informa-
non (either through spoken or writ-
ten text), they should be encouraged
to ask questions like: “What does this
informEation mean to me?”, Fhow can
I pseat?”, “is it similar or different
from what I already know?®, “how
important and helpful is 12", “how
should T reace to it?", and “what
might be the consequences of accept-
ing these ideas on me and on oth-
eres™

When students approach a text in
this manner they make sense of the
information they read and the ideas
at hand. Such questioning methods
help them to internalize, synthesize,
and make the information their own.

It wonld seem pertinent to point
out-here that critical reading and
thinking ix often thought to be some-
thing in which only older students
tan engage. This iz not the case.
Young children are able to encountér
new information and examine it
thaughthilly and critically. In fact,
children of all ages are capable of
critical reading. What is important s
to. provide them an environment in
the classroom that promotes the
development of eritical reading and
thinking skills.

For creating a set of classroom con-
ditions that stimulate critical reading
and thinking, teachers should (1)
take steps to determine and activate
students’ prior knowledge and back:
ground experiénces in relation to a
topic; (2) actively involve children in
the reading process by encouraging
them 1o ask questions abour and from
the text before, during and afrer
reading; (2) provide time to antici-
pate and predict; (4) accept their
opinions about the text (3) let them
challenge the information or opinion
expressed in the text, and (6) assure
them of a risk-free environment with.
out ridicule.

To engage in effective critical read-
ing and thinking, smudents must {1}
develop self-confidence and feel that
thieir opinions and ideas are worth-
while: (2) give other students a rea-
sonable chance ro speak in-group’ or
class discussions; (3} listen with
respect to multiple opinions;: (4 take
riskz ond not be afraid to 'make mis-
takes and learm from them; (5) active:
ly engage’m the leaming process and
be willing to embrace discomiort. and
(6) be prepared to evaluate one
another's ideas and opinions on the
hasis of well-reasoned arguments.

Only when these conditions prevail
in the clagsroom will: students read a
text with cognitive engagement.
Since before and during reading they
examine their own knowledge about
a topic and think about the topic they
are reading, they monitor their com-
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prehension actively. Thus, while
reading they get their dwn questions
answerad, which is the definition of
comprehension according to Pearson
(1591, i

An inereasing number of studies
show that for meaningful, lasting,
critical understanding to happen, st
dents muist conmect thié new with the
known. Good readers cannot be
lopked upon as empty vessels waitng
to be filled by the meanings carried
in a particular text. Instead, good
readers are active participants who
bring to the text all the knowledge
and prior experience they have with
the topic and this allows them to
intéract with the text and o constroct
meaning for thémselves.

Purposeful reading s more effec-
tive than non-purposeful learning
because purposeful reading is guided
by the reader’s intentons. The pir-
pose can be teacher- or text-driven or
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cortain activities i my classroom-to
help niv students become critical
readers and thinkers. These are vory
interactive and engaging teaching
activities that sustain o studant’s
engagement with the text. All of
them can be adapted to differamt
grades and sabjects depending on the
typeof text chiosen for reading, T have
successfully used them in teacher
training sessions and in primary and
secondary classes. And I have seen,
when smudents execute these actvi-
ties box, they realize that meaning-
making requires self-monitoring com-
prehension and cognitive engage-
ment

Some of these are:

Interactive noting system for effec-
tive reading and thinking (INSERT):
INSERT is an interactive activity in
which students actively monitor their
owm comprehension as they read. In
this activity, students hring o every

To become critical readers, what is most
important for students is to recognize where
they are in their own thinking and what
strategies they can use for comprehending
a text. Expert readers probably select from a
variety of strategies nearly automatically;
less expert readers need to be aware of
what strategies they can use and use them

deliberately

it can be seli-direcred. Available
research on reading shows that self.
directed purposes are more powerful
than those imposed or suggested by
external sources, Self-directed pur-
poses incroase motivation and the
capacity for comprehension, Students
whao do this get a greater sense of ful-
fillment from the reading process.
And they intentionaily select from a
variety of strategies thoge that are
most helpful to them, depending on
the challenges presented by the text

To become critical readers, what iz
mast important: for srudents isto TEL
opnize where they are inl their own
thinking and whar strategies they can
nse for comprehending a text Exprrt
readers probably select from a vari-
ety of strategies nearly automatically;
less expert readers need to be aware
of what strategies they can use and
use them deliberarely, When stu-
dents are aware of their own strare.
gies and alternative strategies, they
are able o monitor and manage their
thinking and reading processes. Such
self-monitoring can often lead to
gredter comprehension,

Since strategic behaviour can be
taught and learned I have carried our

act of reading all the knowledge and
prior information they have had with
the topic and they conneet it to the
new information they are getting
from the text. Thus, through sustamed
active engagement with the text they
construct meaning for themselves,

Hereare the steps to follow in con-
ducting INSERT:

1. Assign a chapter to siudents (o
read and tell them that while reading
they shoukd make somie marks in the
margin of the chaprer. »

2, Tell them that they will make a
checlkmark if they already knew it A
plus 1Fir is 3 new information for
theni. A minus if something is confus-
ing or not clear to them, and a ques-

tion mark if they want to find oot

o mare abour it.
3. Tell them that thiey will b plac-
ing these marks in the margin accord-
ing to their awn knowledge and
understanding. It i oot o 1
mark each line or &
od. 'I‘!:u::,rmnrmf
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moreor less,
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