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Teaching the reading skill is a challenging task for the foreign language teacher since many learners 
lack efficient reading skills and strategies even in their mother tongue. Furthermore, course books are 
not always helpful. The present paper presents a lesson designed to practice the reading skill in a 
Greek Merchant Marine Academy. Students of this educational structure study to become merchant 
marine officers, either captains or engineers. The learner interests were taken into consideration in 
creating the lesson. The course book as well as authentic in origin reading texts were used and learners 
practices both ‘intensive’ and ‘extensive’ reading. They both ‘skimmed’ and ‘scanned’ reading texts and 
applied the newly acquired knowledge to already existing mental schemata. Overall, the reading 
session encouraged learners to become more active readers by further developing their existent 
reading abilities. It was successful in attracting learner interest and making a good start towards more 
creative reading sessions to follow.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper touches upon the teaching of reading skill. 
Though many a time reading is considered to be an easy 
passive activity it seems that this is not really so. 
Teaching how to read is a challenging task for the foreign 
language teacher since many learners lack efficient 
reading skills and strategies even in their mother tongue 
and coursebooks are not always helpful. Trying to 
introduce theory to practice and aiming at enhancing 
learners’ reading skill, I have modified a coursebook 
reading lesson which is here presented and evaluated.  
 
A Typical Reading Comprehension Lesson    
 

The Coursebook the class uses is Papaleonida, P, L 
(2012). Maritime English for the 1

st
 Semester, Athens: 

Evgenidou Foundation. A typical reading comprehension 
lesson (see Appendix I, p11) includes a lead-in listening 
activity where learners listen to seafarers talking and then 

complete a grid with information from the listening 
extract. After that, there is a text listing Captains’ and 
Engineers’ ranks, duties and responsibilities. Following 
the reading comprehension text there is a glossary and 
then start a number of ‘process-targeted activities’ 
(Calfoglou, C, 2004:74).These activities invite learners to 
look for general and specific information in the text 
withouthaving a coherent purpose for doing so. 
 
Evaluation and criteria for the reading class 
 

Coursebook activities mostly aim at practicing language 
per se. Following the glossary, there are a number of gap 
filling tasks which are actually vocabulary and grammar 
exercises. The pre-reading activity which includes a 
listening task is also a bit awkward. The activities overall 
do not seem to follow a coherent purposeful pattern. The 
pre-reading activity introduces the topic but then the post 
reading tasks are purposeless in relation to the reading 
text. Only at the end of the lesson is there a listening task  
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where the exercise following is in a sense relevant to the 
listening excerpt since learners take information from it in 
order to complete the task.  

Effective teaching of the reading skill though first 
involves activating readers’ mental schemata. As 
mentioned in Anderson and Pearson, comprehension 
involves the ‘interaction of new information with old 
knowledge’ (Anderson, R, Pearson, D 1984: 37). New 
ideas have meaning only when they can be related to 
what the reader already knows. In order for learners to 
acquire new knowledge, they need to integrate the 
information they find in reading texts with pre-existing 
knowledge. In this way new knowledge becomes part of 
their mental store. This mental store includes mental 
‘content schemata’ which are modified (Carrell, 
Eisterhold, 1988:79). 

Besides content schemata there is another concept 
related to schemata however. This is the notion of ‘formal 
schemata’ that reflect the differences in structural form 
among the different writing genres (Carrell, Eisterhold, 
1988:79). 

New ideas or concepts can also be acquired when 
learners are engaged in either bottom up or top down 
mental processing.  In bottom up processing readers 
have the reading text as a starting point and main source 
of information while in top down processing readers make 
additional use of their pre-existing knowledge and 
background experiences so as to make inferences and 
finally comprehend the reading text (Calfoglou, C, 
2004:57). 

Among the challenging tasks that an EFL teacher 
undertakes is to facilitate learners develop their language 
abilities (Grabe, W, Stoller, F 2011:8). This means that 
the teacher needs to teach learners how to employ their 
knowledge resources and enhance their reading skills 
and strategies. While reading skills are rather automatic 
linguistic processes, learners still develop them through 
engaging in purposeful reading. Reading strategies are 
more conscious activities on the part of the readers which 
yet again need to be practiced.  

Reading skills include ‘skimming’ a text, which means 
reading for general content information. This may be 
effectuated by reading headings or the topic sentences of 
paragraphs. Another skill is ‘scanning’, which means 
reading the surrounding text for detail. In fact, skimming 
and scanning seem to be two crucial reading skills so as 
to have even been described as approaches (Beaumont, 
M 1996:30-31).  

Developing learners’ ‘intensive reading skill’ is also 
important. This is done through reading practice in class 
while ‘extensive reading’ of greater in length extra 
reading material is also recommended for the 
consolidation of reading skills.  

Concerning strategies, EFL teachers need to help 
learners become ‘strategic readers’ (Calfoglou, C 
2011:41). To achieve this, learners need to develop their  

 
 
 
 
cognitive as well as metacognitive strategies. Cognitive 
strategies include, for example, paying attention to text 
structure or connecting one part of a text to another 
(Grabe, W, Stoller, F 2011:10). Metacognitive strategies 
involve more conscious actions on the part of the reader 
such as planning what steps to take, connecting text to 
background knowledge or reflecting on what has been 
learnt from the text (Grabe, W, Stoller, F 2011:10). 

When learners process texts, they engage in either 
lower-level or higher-level mental processing which takes 
place in short term working memory. In lower-level or 
‘text-driven’ processing (Calfoglou, C, 2004:85), the 
working memory is briefly activated to deal with lexical, 
grammatical or semantic language unit processing. In 
higher-level or ‘knowledge-driven’ processing (Calfoglou, 
C, 2004:85), readers process text content while at the 
same time they activate their existing mental schemata. 
In this way the readers interact with the text and build up 
more mental associations which consolidate learning.  

Other effective reading criteria include the concepts of 
process vs product reading. Product reading means 
focusing on the text as an end product while process 
reading means that the point of reference moves from the 
text to the reader. Fish mentions that researchers and 
teachers should be interested in the reader’s experience 
rather than the text itself (Fish, S, 1976/1988:314). So, 
learners become more skilled and strategic readers if 
they engage in process reading. When teachers aim at 
the building up of reading strategies in learners, they 
inevitably encourage process reading and make learners 
into more purposeful readers. 

Reading skill being so much researched upon, Williams 
is yet another researcher who has proposed a set of ten 
principles for effective reading. These have been much 
commented upon as well as criticized and are thus worth 
mentioning. According to these principles (Williams, R 
1986: 42-45), the most important parameter in teaching 
reading is that texts are interesting to readers. The latter 
will contribute meaning to them. Classroom procedure 
should reflect the interactive nature of real reading while 
reading should aim at the development of the reader’s 
linguistic ability. Teachers should learn to be quiet and 
choose texts which are close to learners’ cognitive reality. 
Using a written text as a source for a reading class does 
not necessarily mean that a teacher practices reading 
neither does the learner become a proficient reader 
simply by attending a reading class. Finally, it is 
advisable for learners to listen to their classmates or the 
teacher reading texts aloud in class.  
 
A typical reading comprehension lesson modified 
 
Description 
 

The lesson entitled “Seafaring” was conducted in a 
class of students of the Merchant Marine Academy of  



 
 
 
 
 
Aspropyrgos. The learners are approximately from 20 to 
30 years old and their language level is B1.  

The topic is one of interest to them since they want to 
become merchant ship engineers. First, the learners are 
presented with an information grid where they have to fill 
in the different types of professions that work aboard a 
vessel. Afterwards, they are presented with half of a 
coursebook text about the duties of officers. The part 
given to learners is the second part of the textbook’s text-
-the one describing duties and responsibilities of 
engineers while the first part describes duties of captains 
and is left out. The learners are asked to read the text 
aloud twice. The first time they complete a task which 
requires them to skim the text for gist while the second 
reading is accompanied by a grid completion task asking 
learners to scan for detail.  

Later, learners are presented with an authentic text 
taken by an Internet source. The topic of this text also 
includes the job qualifications necessary for someone 
wishing to work as a merchant ship engineer. Teaching 
how to read is a challenging task for the foreign language 
teacher since many learners lack efficient reading skills 
and strategies even in their mother tongue and 
coursebooks are not always helpful. It is taken from a 
British source; this is something that interests learners 
since many wish to take post-graduate courses in Britain 
which has a good reputation for nautical education.  

The learners read the authentic text aloud too and 
afterwards they are presented with two open-ended 
tasks. First, they are asked to suppose that a shipping 
company wants to employ a merchant ship engineer and 
asks for people with qualifications mentioned in the text. 
Students need to assess their personal qualifications and 
explain whether they could undertake this type of job.  

The following task includes a job advertisement in a 
newspaper. A shipping company asks for a third engineer 
aboard one of its tankers. Candidates are asked to send 
their curriculum vitae. Learners should work in pairs and 
imagine that they will soon have a job interview with the 
company crew manager. So, they take notes on what 
they are going to say about themselves, try to predict 
what the manager will ask them and prepare themselves 
so that they embark on the tanker as third engineers; 
learners role play the dialogue in class.  

For homework, learners are given two extensive 
reading articles as well as the portraits of a seafarer and 
a shore employee. They are asked to read the texts and 
take content notes and also to prepare their own portrait 
based on the samples they are provided with.  
 
Justification  
 

In the modified reading lesson, two reading texts are 
chosen. The first isthe coursebook text and the second 
an authentic text taken from an Internet source. 
Concerning the textbook, half of the text is used since  

Effrosyni K. Giannarou          43 
 
 
 
this half was of interest to the learners. The second text 
comes from the National Careers Service Agency, a 
British organization. It is an authentic-in-origin text which 
is of interest to learners since Britain is known for its 
nautical tradition and education.   

Since the text excites learner interest, authenticity can 
be achieved in the sense that Widdowson describes it 
(Widdowson, 1979). According to his view, authenticity is 
achieved when the reader can ‘interpret the intentions of 
the writer and respond appropriately to them’. The text’s 
language level may be beyond that of the readers’; still 
their motivation stemming from their interest in the text’s 
content makes them willing to read it.  

Learners are asked to read both of the lesson reading 
texts aloud. The reason behind thisis to first help them 
make accurate associations between language 
graphemes and phonemes (Gibson, 2008:30). Reading 
aloud builds up learner confidence since they become 
less shy in speaking in front of an audience—even if that 
speaking entails only reading aloud from a written source. 
Reading aloud is also a good diagnostic tool for learners’ 
oral inefficiencies. It is also a memorization technique 
(Gibson, 2008: 33) helping learners remember linguistic 
items they see in written form.  

The lesson’s pre-reading and while-reading tasks 
include information grids. This is done so that learners 
will contain and organize the ideational content of texts. 
Grids are a medium through which learners can 
conceptualize meaning and retain it to memory (Burgess, 
1994:310).  

In dealing with intensive reading in class, efforts were 
made to provide learners with interesting texts and 
activities were purposeful in the sense that they were 
interactive and encouraged learners not only to speak 
themselves but to also hear their classmates read as well 
as contribute meaning to text (Williams, 1986:42). 

Finally, the extensive reading assignment includes 
multiple interesting texts. Learners can choose what to 
read and they can use the last two texts as samples for 
their homework assignment which is writing a text of the 
same genre. The reading material is easy and reading 
purpose is related to pleasure (Day, R, Bamford, J, 
2002).  
 
Evaluation  
 

The modified reading lesson went well. Learners 
participated in tasks as well as the reading aloud of texts. 
One drawback was that they mostly used language 
structures or items exactly as they are written in the text. 
For example, when asked to mention the general as well 
as the more specific duties of engineers, learners copied 
the text in answering. They had little spontaneous 
answers and mostly followed the text as a guide. During 
pair work, learners also imitated the text in their 
utterances and seemed to be in need of fixed  
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expressions in order to engage in interaction.  

Despite drawbacks, almost all learners participated in 
the lesson and found the topic quite interesting. In doing 
so they were encouraged to open up and speak of their 
personal experiences as seafarers; this made them 
contribute meaning to text, add new information to 
previous knowledge thus achieving comprehension. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

Practicing reading is a more demanding task than one 
would suppose. It necessitates engaging learners in 
purposeful interactive reading that demands the exercise 
of top down, process oriented mental strategies. In the 
lesson proposed above learners participated in a reading 
lesson aiming to make them more active readers by 
further developing their existent reading abilities. The 
lesson was successful in attracting learner interest and 
making a good start towards more creative reading 
sessions to follow.  
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Appendix I 
Coursebook Reading Lesson 
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Appendix II 
Lesson Plan 
Lesson Plan : Seafaring 
Students 
Class of 8ss,  
Level: B1 
Age range: 20-30 
Main Aim  
To practice the reading skill (learning to read) using a coursebook text of interest to learners.  
Objectives  

• To evoke background knowledge 

• To encourage inferencing/ to activate mental content schemata 

• To make learners read for information  

• To make predictions 

• To use text information in combination with personal knowledge for a real –life like purpose task  

• To communicate with fellow learners and practice speaking skill 
Difficulties anticipated  
--The learners do not feel very comfortable in using the English language  
--The learners are not fluent  
--The learners may not be able to retrieve from memory all vocabulary or language structures they will need for the task  
--The learners usually speak by copying the written text. They do not use spontaneous language; they reiterate what 
they see written in the textbook  
Assumptions  
Ls are already familiar with related to text nautical terms; they also roughly know about the duties of all merchant ship 
engineers and the way interviews for getting a job as an engineer are conducted. They are also familiar with language 
used to justify one’s opinion. 
 
Timetable fit  
Ls have not had much experience in role plays in class.  
Teaching materials include the coursebook’s text on the different kinds of engineers, a job interview between a 
candidate engineer and the personnel manager of a shipping company as well as some extensive reading texts.  
The stages of the lesson  
Pre-Reading  
 
 

Steps  Objectives Time- Interaction 

1. Teacher  introduces topic 
She asks learners how many 
different types of merchant 
ship engineers there are. She 
also asks them to complete a 
grid with seafaring 
professions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• to evoke background 
knowledge 
 
 

• to arouse learners’ 
interest since they guess they 
will be talking about their 
chosen profession 
 
 

• to recall vocabulary 
related to the ship engineer 
work   

5 mins / T-Ls-T 
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While-Reading 
Steps  Objectives Time/ Ls Interaction 

 
2. One learner reads the 
coursebook text aloud once.  
 
3. Other learners read the 
text again; each learner 
reads one kind of engineer. 
 
4. While each learner reads 
one type of engineer the 
Teacher asks learners to 
name the different duties 
each rank officer has  
 
 
 
 
5. Learners fill in a grid with 
basic information from the 
text. 
 
6. Learners complete a tree 
diagram with more specific 
information from the text. 
 
 
 
 

• to read aloud so as 
to associate written symbols 
with sounds/ graphemes with 
phonemes  

• to recall known 
vocabulary 

• to spot new unknown 
vocabulary 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• to record the basic 
responsibilities of each type 
of engineer 
 
 

• to distinguish 
between the different 
responsibilities of each 
engineer rank 
 
 

10 mins / Ls-Ls 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10 mins / Ls-Ls 
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Post-Reading  
Steps  Objectives Time/ Ls Interaction 

7.  Learners are given an 
authentic text taken from a 
British internet source. The 
text is about the job 
description of Merchant Navy 
engineering officers 
 
8. Learners are asked to 
think about and take notes 
on their personal work 
qualifications. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9. Learners are asked to 
work in pairs and create an 
imaginary interview between 
the E/R Personnel Manager 
and a third engineer 
candidate. They are advised 
to create a dialogue where 
the candidate will get the job. 
 
 
 
 
 

• to make the lesson 
more interesting since 
learners all want to embark 
on a voyage and are looking 
for employer ship companies  

• to see which are the 
requirements for a merchant 
navy engineer to work for a 
foreign shipping company 

• to evaluate their work 
skills and present them in the 
L2 
 

• to practice speaking 

• to speak in front of a 
public 

• to present one’s 
abilities 

• to use information 
from the lesson reading texts 
to build up one’s professional 
profile  

• to explain why one 
should get a job in the 
shipping industry   

10 mins / Ls-Ls 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10 mins / Ls-L 

Homework 
Learners are given three Extrensive Reading texts taken from a magazine that addresses seafarers. They are also given 
two professional portraits of people working in the shipping industry: a seafarer and a shore employee and they are 
asked to write their own portrait as seafarers at home. The professional portraits given to them can be used as samples.  
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Appendix III 
Tasksheets 
Task 1. Write the jobs in the correct position on the diagram 
 

Chief Engineer Master 3
rd

 Engineer 

Chief Officer Second Assistant Engineer  
 

 
 
 
Task 2. Read the following text and complete the tables about the different ranks of engineers.  
--Chief Engineer (C/E)  
A day worker, s/he is in charge of the engine department and is responsible for E/R personnel and the proper operation, 
overhauling, and safety of the vessel’s propulsion system, power generation system and all auxiliary machinery and 
spaces.  

• Responsible for ordering spare parts. 

• Supervises critical engine repairs.  

• Decides on repairs and reports defects that may affect the ship’s performance to the Master.  

• Advises the Master on all matters relating to fuel requirements.  

• Logs fuel consumption.  
--Second Engineer (or 1

st
 Assistant Engineer, in some countries)  

S/he keeps an E/R watch and reports directly to the Chief Engineer about the daily maintenance and operation of the 
engine department.  

• Is in charge of engine room repairs.  

• Allocates daily duties to E/R officers and crew.  

• Keeps overtime records.  
--Third Engineer (or 2

nd
 Assistant Engineer) 

S/he keeps an E/R watch and is responsible for the smooth operation of all engine room systems  
 

• Performs system checks. 

• Normally in charge of electrical systems, generators, boilers, fuel, auxiliary engines and feed systems. 

• Is typically in charge of bunkering, if the officer holds a valid Person In Charge (PIC) endorsement for fuel 
transfer operations.  

• Supervises tank soundings, monitors boiler room equipment.  

Second Officer Chief Cook  

1
st

 Assistant Engineer 
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Task 3.  Read the text quickly and fill in the following table with the information missing  
 

Officer Rate Basic Responsibilities 

Chief Engineer  

Second Engineer  

Third Engineer   

 
 
 
 
 
 
Task 4. Read the text more carefully and complete the tree diagram  
 

 
 

Merchant Navy 

Engineers 

Chief 

Engineer 

--in charge of 

engine room 

repairs 
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Task 5. Look at the following text taken from a British National Careers Service Agency about the work 
requirements of Engineers.  
The work 

1
 

As a Merchant Navy engineering officer, you would operate and maintain the machinery and support systems on a ship, 
both above and below deck. You would work with the engines, ventilation systems, navigation and communications 
equipment, and deck fittings such as cranes, hoists and landing craft. 
Your job would be graded according to your experience and qualifications, with each grade having slightly different 
responsibilities: 

• Chief Engineer – overall authority for planning engineering tasks and allocating staff 

• Second Engineer – supervising the day-to-day duties of staff and engine crew 

• Third Engineer – assisting the second officer and looking after electrical systems and machinery 

• Junior/Fourth Engineer – carrying out general machinery maintenance. This is often the first posting for an 
officer trainee. 
Whatever your engineering grade, your duties would include: 

• running scheduled maintenance checks on machinery and systems 

• responding to equipment failure alerts and repairing faults 

• maintaining fuel levels and stocks of spare parts 

• updating record management systems 

• mentoring and supporting trainees. 
 
In the Merchant Navy, you could work on passenger ferries, cruise liners, container ships, bulk carriers, tankers, and 
salvage and supply vessels. In the Royal Fleet Auxiliary (civilian-crewed ships that support the Royal Navy), you could 
have responsibility for weapons maintenance. 
Hours 
You would work shifts, known as ‘watches’, which would vary according to the size of the ship. On a large vessel, you 
might work four hours on duty followed by eight hours off. 
The amount of time you would spend at sea could last from a few days or weeks to several months. Your shore leave 
between voyages would also vary in length. You would spend most of your shift in the engine control room and the 
engine room. You may also have to work in uncomfortable conditions, like confined spaces in the vessel's hull or 
refrigerated areas. 
If you are with the Royal Fleet Auxiliary, you may be required to work in conflict zones. 
 
1 

https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/advice/planning/jobprofiles/Pages/merchantnavyengineeringofficer.aspx 

Income 
Sponsored trainee salaries are usually around £8,000 a year. Newly qualified engineering officers earn around £25,000 
a year. Experienced officers earn from £26,000 to £50,000. Chief engineering officers can earn between £32,000 and 
£65,000. 
The employer will pay for food and accommodation at sea, and some travel costs when ashore. 
Figures are intended as a guideline only. 
 

• Suppose that a British Shipping Company had an engineer job vacancy in a merchant tanker ship and asked for 
people with the above qualifications. Do you think that you would be suitable for this job? 
 

• Why/ Why not? 
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Task 6.  You see the following advertisement in a newspaper : 
“Third Engineer wanted for tanker ship LOUISA. Naval experience required. Send your CVs at 
tankers@shippingindustry.com”.  
Imagine that you want to apply for that position. Write down your qualifications (you can consult the text on the 
duties of the engineers as well as the British Service Agency’s requirements), work in pairs and make a role 
play between yourselves and the Crew Manager. Try to convince him to hire you.  
Yourself 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Crew Manager  
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………… 

 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/piracy/4208438/Sirius-Star-oil-tanker-released-after-2m-ransom-paid.html 
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Extensive Reading 
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The Gazette (2014), Winter Edition, Ed. Serroyen Elisa, Belgium: Euronav, 18, 28-29, 32, 36 
Homework 
Write your portrait as a seafarer. You can use the portraits given as samples.  


