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Going Textual, Contextual 
and Cross-textual 

in Reading 
Comprehension 

 
Mg. Myrian Casamassima and the Forum Team, 
Prof. María Antonieta Castagna, Prof. Beatriz de 
Lombardi, Prof. María Angélica Quevedo, Prof. 
Grace Morrow, Prof. Alba Pantanali, Prof. Elena 

Durán, Prof. José María Pollari. 
 
 

e start from the concept of comprehension as degrees of understanding. Indeed, 

comprehension is not a matter of all or nothing. When we understand a text, we 

understand it at various levels and we can use the information in it also in different ways. 

Reading comprehension is built up in layers. Therefore, it makes a lot of sense to approach 

the text in levels of analysis. In this article, we are going to define these levels and we are 

going to discuss how to work at each of them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

             

Prof. Beatriz de Lombardi

W 
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Three levels of analysis 
 
The first level of analysis at which we can 

tackle a text is called textual. Here we are 

concerned with the text within itself. This 

involves the kind of work we always do 

when we work on a text. We look at the 

language in it, at how it is organized, at 

how meaning is created within the world of 

the text.  

 

However, it is generally the case that in 

order to understand certain elements in a 

story, for example, we need to bring into it 

elements that belong to that huge area of 

knowledge that is called “knowledge of the 

world”, in which we are including culture 

and society. Meaning is created and 

recreated as we bring in these elements at 

the contextual level of analysis.  

 

There is still a further step we can take, at 

the cross-textual level, when we see the 

story in the light of other stories, other 

genres and other media. Our 

understanding of these elements helps 

recreate the meaning we are constructing 

once again. Because we can recognize 

what is similar and what is not. Because 

we can recognize conflicts, characters, 

settings, resolutions. Because we can 

recognize ourselves as readers, listeners, 

viewers.  

 
The understanding of the text will be then 

the synergy produced by the interaction of 

elements at the three levels. We expect 

motivation to boost as our students will be 

able to learn about and make connections 

with the real world and other stories. The 

exploration of other media will ensure our 

need as teachers to cater for different 

learning styles. The more vivid the text 

becomes, the more likely it is to ensure 

long-term retention. Last, and definitely not 

least, we will be helping our students 

become more creative and more critical 

readers.  

 

 

Going textual 
Let us take two stories as examples: 

“Taste” and “Mrs. Bixby and the Colonel’s 

Coat”.  

 

In “Taste”, we could work with the key 

element in the story. We are all familiar 

with the use of realia in our classrooms. 

We could show our students three objects: 

a bottle of wine, a golden ring and a pair of 

glasses. The task would consist in 

discussing which of these elements are 

explicit and which ones are implicit in the 

story, and which one is definitely the key 

element.  

 

In “Mrs. Bixby and the Colonel’s Coat”, we 

could work with smells: a fragrance,  

clove, mint. The students can be 

blindfolded and they should guess what it 

is that they are smelling and which part of 

the story comes to mind. The fragrance 

should evoke Mrs. Bixby getting ready to 
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see the Colonel. The clove and the mint 

should bring back the dentist office and 

Mrs. Bixby’s husband. We might as well 

explore smells not related to the story. 

 

Something interesting to work on when we 

go textual is the realm of characters. Of 

course, there are characters explicitly 

developed in the story and we all devote 

time to their analysis. But what if we 

encouraged our students to think about 

other characters who are not in the story, 

but who can be potentially be? The implicit 

characters. When asked this question 

about “Mrs. Bixby and the Colonel’s Coat”, 

a student said he imagined the Colonel 

had a close friend who was his confident 

and who had perhaps told him to give Mrs. 

Bixby the mink coat. 

 

Going contextual 
In “Taste”, the world of wine tasting can be 

brought into the story. How do we taste 

wine? What senses are involved? With 

adults, a wine-tasting session can be held. 

There are many programmes on television 

these days that deal with wine and food. 

This can also be brought in as an 

example. The kinds of wines mentioned in 

the story can be checked on the Internet in 

order to learn more about them: what they 

are like, where they are from. In “Mrs. 

Bixby and the Colonel’s Coat”, we could 

update the idea of a mink coat as a gift to 

a lover by having a discussion about more 

modern versions such as a luxury car, 

jewels, a credit card or even a spa at a 

heath club. Or plastic surgery. Why not?  

 

Going cross-textual 
The two stories we are exemplifying have 

no visual support, but we all know how 

useful it may be to back up discussion and 

description with pictures. After all, 

understanding involves the creation of  a 

mental image in your mind. We could 

make a selection of pictures from the 

Internet and have the students say which 

ones show what they imagine about the 

story. We can include scenes of fox 

hunting, a smart dinner party, a dentist 

office, a mink coat, and even a humorous 

picture of a couple having breakfast in 

their pyjamas to highlight the contrast 

between Mrs. Bixby with the Colonel, on 

the one hand,  and Mrs. Bixby with her 

husband, on the other. 

 

Of course, the story can be related to 

other stories the students have read. And 

to other genres: a poem, a magazine 

article. But not only that. What about 

showing them the trailer of a recent love 

story or playing a song about love in order 

to establish analogy with “Mrs. Bixby and 

the Colonel’s coat”? It may be interesting 

as well to explore opposition in meaning 

by showing the students a movie trailer or 

playing a song that shows the opposite of 

what actually happens in the story. The 

point is that even things that may at first 
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sight appear not to be related to the story 

at all can be explored by opposition. 

 

The construction of 
meaning 
 
As we have seen, the language of visuals, 

sounds, smells, objects, feelings, can be 

interwoven with the meaning that is 

created from the story. To this 

interweaving, we can contribute 

knowledge of culture and society. There 

are many more sides to a story than there 

appear to be. The question is to 

acknowledge them and to create 

opportunities for the creation of meaning. 
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In our Forum at 

www.aexalevi.org.ar 
you will find links to work with the 

movie trailers of some of the 
readers in our bibliography.  

GoingGoing TextualTextual

TEXT

 

 

GoingGoing ContextualContextual

TEXT

Life

The world

Society

Culture

 

 

GoingGoing CrossCross--textualtextual

TEXT

Other stories

Other genres

Other media

 
In our Forum at 

www.aexalevi.org.ar 

you will find the whole presentation and 
material for this workshop. 
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Real-world Materials for 
More Effective Learning 

 
Trad. Gustavo Sevilla 

 
 

ustavo began his presentation about projects with a description of what a project is 

and then he gave several examples which showed how projects at different levels 

may be developed. In this article, we are going to summarize some of his ideas. 

 

 

What are the main 
features of Project Work? 
 

In our classrooms, we do many activities 

but not all of them are good candidates for 

projects. Indeed, when we choose an 

activity to become a project, we have to 

take into account a number of 

requirements it should meet. 

 

The activity should resemble real life. It 

should be then a communicative activity or 

a communicative task, whichever term you 

prefer to use (we are not differentiating 

between them here). That the activity 

should resemble real life means that it will 

go beyond the language itself and that, as 

a result, it will have a non-linguistic 

purpose. This will make the project 

meaningful for our students. 

 

Now, our candidate activity should be 

complex enough to trigger lots of other 

activities which will pave the way towards 

it and which will become the skeleton of 

the process. At the end of it, the class will 

produce an outcome as part of the project, 

which can be tangible or not. Generally, 

tangible outcomes are easier to evaluate 

and can be displayed or published so that 

the audience is extended beyond the 

classroom.  

 

Notice that we have characterized the 

project as complex. Complexity is not to 

be understood as not possible to achieve. 

Projects have to be achievable within the 

time they can be allotted to. We know that 

projects are developed over time. When 

we talk about projects, we do not simply 

have in mind their outcome but all the 

process that will lead to them. This is why 

G 
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it is so important to plan our projects 

ahead. 

 

 

A few points to take into 
account 
 
Gustavo suggested considering a few 

issues before doing Project Work: 

 

 What your students need or like: 

grammar, vocabulary, reading, 

listening, speaking, writing. 

 What real-world materials can be 

used: newspaper or magazine 

articles, video or movie clips, 

songs. 

 How the project will be developed: 

a sketch of the main steps along 

the way towards the project. 

 

The elements that Gustavo pointed out 

address students´ needs, the use of 

authentic input and the idea of process. 

Therefore, Project work is seen as an 

integral part of teaching. 

 

 

An example of Project 
Development 

 
Gustavo developed several examples of 

Projects in his workshop. He called them 

“Cases”. Here I would like to summarize 

one of them. 

This project is aimed at teenagers at the 

Upper-intermediate level. The students 

need to learn vocabulary about crime, 

Passive Voice and Conditional Sentences. 

As input, Gustavo suggested using 

Internet stories and You-tube news reports 

about prison breaks. He sketched out 

three main stages in the process: 

 

1) Checking Internet sites 

2)  Reading and watching stories on 

the Internet 

3) Expanding vocabulary.  

 

It is worth pointing out that in all the cases, 

Gustavo emphasized the need to develop 

vocabulary organized in sets and in 

collocations. 

 

Particularly in this case, Gustavo brought 

the story “The Man in the Iron Mask” into 

the  project. His idea was to work on this 

story and on others available on the 

Internet in order to produce a chart in 

which certain elements in the prison 

breaks are compared and contrasted. As 

part of this comparison, the students will 

need the vocabulary about prison breaks 

developed as from the stories, Passive 

Voice to report on the facts and 

Conditional Sentences to state how the 

escape could have been prevented 

(Conditional Sentences Type III) and how 

similar escapes could be prevented in the 

future (Conditional Sentences Type II). 

You will see the chart on the last page of 

this article. 
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It can be seen then that the project fosters 

creative and critical thinking. Although 

these terms are sometimes considered to 

be interchangeable, creative thinking 

refers to the actual creation of knowledge 

whereas critical thinking refers to the 

evaluation of that knowledge and the 

strategies used to create it. In the case we 

are discussing, the students have to 

create knowledge by drawing analogies 

and recording them in a chart. The 

students also have to evaluate different 

facts to hypothesize and suggest a novel 

course of action in each case.  

 

 

Project work brings real life into our 

classrooms as it provides a purpose for 

carrying out a whole process which goes 

beyond the language itself. Those 

teachers who are not used to working on 

projects may find their implementation a 

bit of a challenge. It is really a challenge 

that can be faced little by little. We may 

begin by working on simpler and shorter 

projects as we gain more confidence in 

how they should be carried out. If we see 

Project work as immersed in our syllabus, 

we will be able to put an end to the 

dichotomy of textbook vs. Project. It is 

certainly worth giving it a try. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trad. Gustavo Sevilla  
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Project outcome: a chart analysing the stories. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

In our Forum at 

www.aexalevi.org.ar 

you will find the whole presentation and material for this workshop. 
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Promoting Language 

Learning Through Cultural 

Awareness 
Mg. Paula López Cano 

 
aula began her presentation by establishing differences between old and new 

approaches to extensive reading. In old approaches, there was an emphasis on 

reading and retelling, and on pure text, for instance. In new approaches, there is an 

emphasis on the creation of meaning and free expression. Paula developed the answers to 

several questions we teachers tend to ask ourselves about extensive reading. In this article, I 

am going to summarize some of the questions and answers Paula developed in her 

workshop. 

 

 

What do we gain from 
the new approach? 
 

Paula highlighted the possibility for 

experimentation at higher levels of 

challenge. Indeed, the more varied and 

challenging the tasks are, the greater 

confidence the students will gain in 

interpreting, criticizing and expressing 

ideas. Language can be enhanced 

through increased cultural awareness. 

Learning is also enhanced as students 

engage in collaborative learning. 

What aspects of culture 
do we want our students 
to learn? 
 
Here are the items that Paula pointed out: 
 
 Cultural images and symbols. 

 Cultural stereotypes. 

 Cultural context. 

 Values and attitudes. 

 Patterns of everyday life. 

 Patterns of communication. 

P 
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I found it very interesting to think about all the cultural issues that can and need to be 

explored in a story. Culture may certainly prove to be a useful aid to reading comprehension. 

I particularly liked the example Paula gave about “Mrs. Bixby and the Colonel’s coat”. She 

made a point of going over the students´ knowledge and expectations about marriage as it 

was like in those days. What marriages are like today can be brought into the discussion for 

students to be able to see differences and, as a result, understand the relationship between 

the characters, their attitudes and behaviour. 

 

 
What aspects of language 
do we want our students 
to learn? 
 

Paula made reference to the fact that 

when our students talk about the stories, 

they need language to express opinions, 

to make predictions, to speculate, to draw 

conclusions, to make inferences, to 

provide supporting evidence. But as she 

proposes collaborative learning as the 

framework to work on the stories, she also 

suggested developing discursive 

strategies for interaction, among which 

she enumerated the following: 

 Asking questions 

 Challenging another person´s view 

 Expressing agreement and 

disagreement. 

 Seeking and giving opinions. 

 Making and responding to 

suggestions. 

 Persuading others´ to see one´s 

point of view. 

 

 

It is worth noting how far away we have 

come from the traditional idea that a story 

had to be read and then retold. Paula 

suggested a whole new way of 

approaching and exploring the stories. Her 

ideas are aimed at promoting learning by 

making the text become alive. There is 

culture in it. There is language in it. There 

are lots of opportunities within our reach to 

encourage active reading on the part of 

our students. This new approach surely 

opens up a world of possibilities as we will 

not only be teaching the stories, but also 

the culture, the language in them and the 

strategies our students need to get 

actively involved with the text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                               Mg. Paula López Cano 
 



AEXALEVI Forum  - Issue VII- December 2010 13

Planning for Task Success 
Prof. Sabrina Cohelo Méndes 

 
ow can we make sure that our tasks are successful? Is success related to 

something in the task itself? How can tasks be conceived of? These were some of 

the questions that Sabrina attempted to address in her workshop. We are all 

acquainted with the development of Task-based Learning in the world of English Language 

Teaching, but we still work with textbooks that are mainly inspired by the Communicative 

Approach. What do we need to know in order to move towards a more task-based procedure 

in our lessons and to ensure task success? 

 

 

The task at the core of it 
all 
 

In Task-based Learning, the cornerstone 

is the task. This is where it all starts. 

Therefore, it is very important to look at a 

task from within, to see what it has to offer 

and what it may be lacking, as well as to 

look at the task as part of the didactic 

sequence it comprises. Tasks are never 

independent and even tasks that may look 

self-contained need to be put in a 

sequence to get the students ready for it 

and to have a follow-up. Success in a task 

often depends on how closely we have 

sequenced the steps that lead towards it. 

The students should become aware of the 

tools they need and they should have 

opportunities to develop them. The main 

asset of Task-based Learning is that the 

language is generated as from the tasks. 

In Communicative Language Teaching, 

generally language is generated from a 

text which is presented at the beginning of 

the process and which contains the 

linguistic points (grammar and vocabulary) 

that will be taught in that unit. According to 

the description of this procedure, it seems 

that language may become an end in itself 

whereas in Task-based Learning, 

language is seen as an instrument to carry 

out the tasks. 

 

Different types of tasks 
Two different kinds of tasks can be 

described. Communication Tasks are 

those in which the students´ attention is 

focused on meaning. They resemble real 

H



AEXALEVI Forum  - Issue VII- December 2010 14

life and are part of a sequence which 

helps contextualize them and to give them 

a non-linguistic purpose, that special twist 

we give a task to make it more genuine 

and real. In her workshop, Sabrina made 

reference to a unit about Food and Drink. 

One of her examples was a task in which 

the students had to describe their diets 

and then they had to decide whether their 

eating habits were healthy or unhealthy. 

This is the non-linguistic purpose of the 

task. The linguistic purpose is to learn 

vocabulary about food and drink, 

countable and uncountable nouns and 

quantifiers. Before the students write 

about their diets, they need to go over the 

vocabulary that is suitable for the task and 

they need to learn how to express 

quantity. They can do all this by means of 

other communicative tasks that should 

come earlier in the sequence and by 

means of Enabling Tasks. These tasks 

act as support for Communication Tasks 

by focusing on language (grammar, 

vocabulary, discourse, pronunciation). 

 

Where do we start? 
The most appropriate way to begin a 

didactic sequence is to start where the 

students are. New knowledge is always 

built on previous knowledge. This means 

that the first step should always be to 

activate the knowledge the students have 

about the topic. Vocabulary will come up 

as we talk about the topic. Next along the 

sequence, we should include 

Communication Tasks that promote the 

discovery of how language works by 

motivating the students to carry out tasks 

that go beyond the language itself into 

non-linguistic purposes. The students do 

not learn countable and uncountable 

nouns for the sake of learning this 

grammatical point. They learn them in 

order to talk about their diets and to 

evaluate how healthy they are. Definitely, 

the key word in planning a unit, Sabrina 

says, is sequencing. This is where the 

secret lies: planning adequate strings of 

tasks, integrated, embedded, one leading 

towards the next. This is what guarantees 

success. As Sabrina pointed out in her 

workshop, the didactic sequence begins 

with the pre-task in which there is 

exposure, activation, recall and motivation 

to get engaged in the following tasks. Next 

comes a balance between Enabling and 

Communication Tasks, with the students 

developing linguistic tools as they feel the 

need to communicate certain meanings. 

The focus on grammar will come at this 

stage once the students have been 

exposed to the language and the need to 

learn the grammar has been created. 

 
Seven basic questions to 
plan a unit 
 

Sabrina outlined seven basic questions 

that can help us plan a unit as the success 

of one task depends on the success of the 
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sequences that make up the process in 

the unit. 

 

1) What is the topic of the unit? 

2) What can my students do in 

relation to this topic? 

3) What do my students need to get 

there? 

4) How much time can be devoted? 

5) How do I get started? 

6) How do I move on? 

7) What do I do at the end? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Task-based Learning is certainly a 

challenge for most of us as we have learnt 

English and we have been trained as 

teachers within the framework of the 

Communicative Approach. However, it 

makes a lot of sense to at least start 

reflecting on how we can move towards 

Task-based Learning and how we can 

plan our lessons to lead our students 

towards task success.  

 

 
In our Forum at 

www.aexalevi.org.ar 
you will find the whole presentation  

 for this workshop. 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              
 

 
 
Prof. Sabrina Cohelo Méndes 
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Teacher Development as 
Social Construction 

 
Mg. Myrian Casamassima 

 
n her opening speech, our Head, Mg. Liliana Luna, talked about the value of Teacher 

Development and highlighted the fact that on this special occasion the teachers 

themselves had a different role to play. This was a whole-day session with teachers at 

the heart of it as it was organized and delivered by teachers. The Teachers´Centre wishes to 

encourage this new role of teachers as co-participants of their own development. 

 

The Teachers´Centre aims at putting an 

end to teacher isolation and to 

encouraging the construction of a 

community of teachers. We have taken 

our first steps towards these goals by 

creating various activities for teachers to 

start sharing their views, their ideas and 

their experience with colleagues. This 

whole-day session was a great opportunity 

to foster the sense of belonging to a 

community. And a community must be a 

place where everyone should have the 

chance to participate. On this special 

occasion, the teachers themselves were in 

charge of the workshops. This contributed 

to the creation of a new role for us, 

teachers. In addition, it helped create 

harmony between theory and practice as 

the workshops focused on our realities in 

the classrooms. At the Teachers´Centre, 

we see the construction of a community as 

a necessary step before teacher 

development can be carried out. 

Therefore, we have paved the way for this 

event mainly through our forums, both 

virtual and face-to-face.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mg.Liliana Luna 
 

I 
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Learning is constructed within the group of 

students in our classrooms. Children, 

teenagers and adults need to interact with 

their peers in order to create and 

communicate meanings.  

 

Likewise, in Teacher Development, first 

we build up a community in which 

teachers can feel at ease and to which 

they belong. Next, we create opportunities 

to continue our development in the 

synergy produced by all the members of 

the community, with teachers as the 

protagonists of it all.  

 

This is the idea we have been working on 

since the creation of the Teachers´ Centre: 

that Teacher Development is constructed 

at the social level and not in isolation. It is 

not about individual teachers taking 

courses on their own. It is about teachers 

participating in the life of the community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
With renewed energy, we will be 
inviting you next year to continue being 

part of the Asociación community.   
 

Happy New Year! 

  

Teachers´ Centre 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chatting over coffee in our “Jornada” 
 

 

 

 

150 photos of Profesores e Institutos 
Adscriptos al Régimen de Exámenes 

Libres, and of teachers and students at 
the Asociación were exhibited in a 
display of image, light and sound on 
Teacher´s Day at the Asociación. Our 

motto is “Cambiar la mirada”. In our 

October Teacher Training Session, we 
felt really inspired by this idea. 


