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Extensive Reading vs Skills Building in an EFL Context

Thomas N. Robb and Bernard Susser
Kyoto Sangyo University and Soshisha Women’s Junior College, Japan

Reading has been taught by the translation procedure in EFL situations such as Japan, but today
there is a trend towards the use of ESL-type “skills building” text books and procedures and, to a
much lesser extent, towards extensive reading. There is a considerable difference btween these two
procedures, not only for teachers and learners, but also for the allocation of institutional resources.
Despite this, there is little useful research comparing them. This paper examines previous research on
extensive reading, and then describes an experiment comparing the improvement of reading
comprehension by Japanese college freshmen taught by either a skills-based or extensive reading
procedure. The results suggest that extensive reading may be at least as effective as skills-building,
with the important advantage that it is more interesting for the learners.

INTRODUCTION

In many parts of the world, reading has traditionally been the skill most
emphasized in FL and EFL situations, and this is still true today inspite of the
current emphasis on oral/aural approaches. Japan may serve as a good example:
although Japanese society needs more people who can communicate in English and
other foreign languages, and although most students want to improve their
speaking and listening skills (Koike 1985:158), English instruction at the secondary
and university levels is devoted largely to reading taught by the translation
procedure.

This procedure has not been particularly successful, considering the time and
energy devoted to it (Kobayashi 1975; Hino 1988; Reischauer 1978:3971f; Miller
1982:221ff, 275ff; Tanaka 1985:4-8). Most undergraduates who study English,
including many of those who major in it, cannot use English with any facility; they
cannot read well enough to read English books for pleasure, being able to decode
only at the sentence level.

One procedure that may solve this problem is extensive reading. Referring to FL
teaching in general, Nuttall says, “an extensive reading programme . . . is the single
most effective way of improving both vocabulary and reading skills in general.”
(1982:65) This is Smith’s “learn to read by reading” (1985:88), the belief that
exposure to large quantities of written material combined with the effort made in
reading helps to develop reading ability. Extensive reading is part of the ESL/FL
curricula in many places, but has attracted comparatively little attention in Japan
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(for a history, see Matsumura 1987:165ff; for recent work, see Kitao and Shimatani
1988, Kraemer 1982, Boys 1987, and Lupardus 1987).

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON L2 EXTENSIVE READING

Most general works on FL reading that discuss extensive reading do so in terms of
book selection and course administration; some even have detailed drawings
showing how to display books (Nuttall 1982:175ff; see also Bright & McGregor
1970:65-80). In addition, some articles (e.g. Tangitau 1973, Kalb 1986, and Marbe
1979) have appeared discussing various aspects of teaching FL reading by extensive
reading. Unfortunately, little data-based research has been done on extensive
reading as an L2 pedagogic procedure. The following are the only research-based
studies on FL./ EFL extensive reading that we could find.

1. San%S) did an interesting study on how learners pick up
vocabulaty; their study “shows that extensive reading results in a substantial

amount of vocabulary learning” (p.78). But they do not study extensive reading
itself. ‘

2. Hamp-Lyons (1985) describes the development of an extensive reading course,
from concentration on macro-level mechanical reading skills to handle sheer
volume of reading, to emphasis on cognitive aspects of the reading process such as
scanning and skimming; in this paper she gives no details on teaching methods or
results.

3. Laufer-Dvorkin (1981) compared “intensive” to “extensive”reading, but for
her, “intensive” means 1 to 3 pages and “extensive” 7 to 10 pages. In the former, the
emphasis is on vocabulary, syntax and discourse; in the latter it is on distinguishing
main and peripheral ideas, explicit and implicit inf ormation, etc. From our point of
view, there was no substantial difference between her two experimental conditions;
we do not consider that she was studying extensive reading at all.

4. Elley and Mangubhai (1983) tested the effect of giving Fijian school children a
large number of high-interest story books in English. In a carefully conducted
experiment over two years they found that the children in the experimental group
improved their “general reading comprehension skill at over twice the normal rate”
(61). Unfortunately, the authors do not provide data showing how much each
individual pupil read, so we cannot know how “extensive” their reading was.

5. Mason (1987; 1988; forthcoming) established an extensive reading program
using graded readers mostly at the 1000- to 1600- word level. Some of the students
read more than 2000 pages, but the results measured by a cloze and the TOEIC,
were disappointing. Mason wonders if even 2000 pages is enough for an effect to
show, and also questions if her testing devices were appropriate.
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6. Hafiz and Tudor (1989) reported the results of an extra-curricular extensive
reading program, finding “statistically significant levels of improvement” for their
experimental group, particularly in writing. The “experiment” cannot be taken
seriously, however, because their control group did no extra reading at all. While
the authors have demonstrated that more reading results in higher reading ability,
their research does not prove that extensive reading is superior to any other form of
additional practice.

Summarising the problems with these studies, we can say first that there is no
agreement on the meaning of “extensive reading”; how much reading must be done
before it can be called “extensive”? An experiment on extensive reading must
indicate clearly how much the students read. Second, there is a tendency to confuse
“extensive reading” with the so-called “cognitive reading skills” of skimming and
scanning; an experiment on extensive reading as a language teaching procedure
should contrast this procedure with a skills-based or translation-based procedure.
Third, insufficient attention has been paid to what is being read; “extensive
reading” as a language teaching procedure may require or at least favor certain
kinds of materials over others.

The experiment described below was designed to see if extensive reading without
any oveft instruction can improve students’ reading ability. In another paper
(Susser and Robb, forthcoming) we discuss related theoretical issues such as the
definition of extensive reading; graded readers, readability formulas, and text
quality; and transfer of L1 reading ability.

THE EXPERIMENT

This experiment was designed to shed light on the following questions:
Can extensive reading alone improve students’ reading ability?
Are skills better learned when specifically taught?

The experimenters here define one group as EXTENSIVE readers based on the
relatively large volume of reading required during the experiment. We chose 500
pages as a minimum; this is roughly five times what first-year college students in
Japan are required to read in their translation-type reading courses. In fact, the
average number of pages read by students in the extensive group was 641; fully
one-third of the students read more than 700 pages.

The SKILLS group is likewise defined as the group that read little and approached
their studies from a skills-building standpoint. The textbook used by the SKILLS
group was 269 pages, of which approximately one-third was texts for reading.

HYPOTHESES: ; ,
. That the EXTENSIVE treatment would remain equal or be superior to the
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SKILLS group in all areas where skills were specifically taught to the SKILLS
group:

Getting the main idea E>=S
Understanding the important facts E>=S
Guessing vocabulary from context E>=S
Making inferences E>=S
2. Thatthe EXTENSIVE group would become faster readers:
Reading speed ' E>S
EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

Four intact groups of freshman English majors (N = 125) at Kyoto Sangyo
University were randomly assigned to two instructors (the authors), with each
instructor teaching one class of each treatment. As a pre-test, Form X of the
Multiple Skills Series Midway Placement Test (Boning 1977) was administered
during the freshman orientation and the first two weeks of class. Results are shown
in Table 1 below. There were no significant differences between the groups at the
outset of the experiment.

Table 1: Pre-Tests (N=125)
Multiple Skills Series Midway Placement Tests (Form X) (Boning 1977)
EXTEN SKILLS F VAL

General Skills
Best title (10 items) 6.54 6.42 0.201 ns
Getting the facts (20 items) 15.14 14.45 2.217ns
Making inferences (10 items) 4.96 4.34 3.730ns
Vocabulary skills (10 items) 5.67 5.32 1.204 ns

Specific Skills “Making Inferences” (S’s had to label statements drawn from
reading as “True,” “False” or “Inference”)

Total , 26.78 26.10 1.022ns
Inference items only 8.96 9.21 0.316ns
Reading Speed
Words in first minute 79.31 78.50 0.017ns
Seconds for total passage 238.55 366.17 2.517 ns
TREATMENTS
Extensive

In Class: Students read modules from the SRA Reading Laboratory Kits 2c and 3a.
Students read at their own pace, all starting from the Lime level (grade level 2.5).
[Davies and Widdowson point out that the SRA materials have “been used with
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good results in both the first and the second language situation” (1974:186); see also
Boey (1976) and Eskey (1973:177), and Lynn (1972:61) for a negative opinion.]
Students were permitted to go to a higher level after achieving a score of 80% or
greater on the comprehension check of three readings of a particular level. Students
spent most of each class period reading from the SRA Reading Lab, answering
questions on each “Power Builder” and “Rate Builder” card, checking their answers
with the answer cards, and recording their scores on their individual SRA progress
sheets.

While the SRA reading laboratory may be considered a “skills-based approach” to
reading, we have in this experiment applied it to the EXTENSIVE group for the
following reasons:

1. Wefelt that it would not be acceptable to the students or our colleagues for the
experimenters to let students merely read in class. We therefore needed something
more goal-orientated and controlled for in-class use.

2. Although the students were required to answer the first set of comprehension
questions that accompany each reading, they were not taught any skills overtly.

3. The SRA materials as we used them suited the principles of the extensive
reading classes: students could choose what they wanted to read from a reasonably
wide selection; they worked individually, at their own pace; and they were engaged
in silent reading for much of the class time. Motivation was high; the average
number of SRA cards read during the course of the experiment was 36.2, with the
range from 13 to 52.

Homework: The students were required to read a minimum of 500 pages at home
during the year. A library of readers designed for American teenagers (Perfection
Form Company’s readers, including their “Bestsellers”, “Windswept Mystery
Romances,” “Judy Blume,” etc.) was made available, although students were
permitted to select other books so long as no Japanese translation was available.
The students were required to write short summaries in a notebook so that the
instructors could check that the reading was actually being done.

Skills

In Class: Interactions II, A Reading Skills Book (Kirn and Hartmann 1985) was the
primary text for the course. This textbook has 269 pages; each of its 12 chapters
contains two reading sections (2 to 4 pages in total) and one item of “realia” per
chapter. Class work consisted of going through one or two sections during the class
period (90 min.) with the students individually reading the passage and doing the
exercises designed to teach the skills of efficient reading. The text was appropriate
for these students in interest and difficulty. Defects of the book include many
poorly designed questions (a common problem with such texts) and a big jump in
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difficulty level near the end.

Homework: An additional section of the text was assigned for homework. A short
2-item quiz was administered at the beginning of each period to make sure that the
students were doing the required reading at home. At the end of the experimental
period, Form Y of the Multiple Series Midway Placement Test was administered as
a post-test. Scores were analysed using Analysis of Co-variance (ANCOVA).
RESULTS

Results of the post-test are summarised in Table 2.

Table 2: Multiple Skills Series Midway Placement Test (Form Y) (Boning 1977*)

EXTEN SKILLS F VAL

a. Best title (10 items) 9.32 9.14 1.305ns

b. Getting the facts (20 items) 19.45 18.84 8.678 .01
Adjusted means from ANCOVA 19.41 18.88 6.68 <02

¢. Making inferences (10 items) 8.50 8.37 3.730ns
Adjusted means from ANCOVA 845 8.42 0.019ns

d. Vocabulary skills (10 items) 8.88 8.62 1.538 ns

Specific Skills “Making Inferences”

e. Total 32.27 32.04 0.099 ns

f. Inference items only 7.59 7.39 0.223ns

Specific Skills “Best Title”

g. Total 8.00 7.58 2.431ns

Reading Speed

h. Words in first minute 86.55 76.75 4.580<.05

i Seconds for total passage 336.39 411.90 28.921 <.001

SRA Reading 3¢ Gold No. 15 (“Sweet William”)

j. Comprehension 7.311 6.667 7.897 <05

k. Vocabulary Skills 6.721 5.778 7.396<.05

*The pre- and post-tests are not strictly equivalent. Thus what is being examined is not improvement, but
differential effects of the treatment.

All the hypotheses were confirmed. With respect to ‘Getting the main idea’ and
‘Making inferences’, there were no significant differences between the groups. The
Experimental group scored significantly higher on ‘Understanding the important
facts’ and ‘Guessing vocabulary from context’. This group’s reading speed was also
significantly faster. These results are summarised in Table 3.
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Table 3: Summary of Results

Measures Hypothesis Result
Getting the main idea E>=S E=Sa,g
Understanding the important facts E>=S E>Sb,
Guessing vocabulary from context E>=S E>=Sdk
Making inferences E>=S E=Sc,ef
Reading speed E> S E>Sh,i

DISCUSSION

The results appear to show that extensive reading was superior to a skills approach,
but we must interpret these results in light of the population under study and the
experimental conditions. There are many factors that make our results
considerably more tentative.

1. NOT AN OPTIMAL SKILLS PROCEDURE. The skills textbook and the
teaching procedure merely led the students through the exercises, assuming the
prior existence of the skills/strategies rather than teaching them and developing a
metacognitive awareness of their use. The students could work through the
exercises mechanically without deepening their understanding of how to use these
skills or transferring this ability to other reading. There was no metacognitive
training in the use of reading skills (e.g. Jolley 1985); in Haas and Flower’s terms,
the emphasis was on content strategies with some work in function/feature
strategies, but with an almost total absence of rhetorical strategies, their most
important category (1988:175-76).

2. CONTAMINATION. The students were taking a total of 6 English courses
concurrently. In addition to our “Extensive Reading” course, there was also an
“Intensive Reading” course, two sections of which (one of each treatment), were
reading Hawthorne and James, and two sections, D.H. Lawrence. Very little
material, however, was covered during the one year term. Other classes focused on
grammar, writing, speaking and listening.

3. STUDENT READINESS. The students came into the course having had
practice with passages of only a few hundred words of length, because this is what is
taught in the high schools and what they had been taught to decode for the entrance
examinations. It could be that an extensive approach is more beneficial at this stage
in their L2 development because it forces them to adopt new strategies to cope with
the volume of material that they are forced to read. A skills approach, on the other
hand, might prove more beneficial in the second and later years. This important
issue must be explored further.

4. DIFFERENCES IN STUDY TIME. As revealed in the following
questionnaire, the EXTENSIVE group spent twice as much time studying at home.
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Differences could have emerged purely because the EXTENSIVE group studied
more. Had we been able to make the SKILLS group spend an equal amount of
time studying (whether this is possible given the nature of the materials is another
question), perhaps the results would have been radically different. It may be just
that the EXTENSIVE readers are able to spend more time reading thanks to the
nature of the material. If “extensive” reading is, at least to some extent, “pleasure
reading,” students may spend many hours at home reading, but they might soon
rebel if they are forced to do an equivalent number of hours of selected readings
with skills-building exercises at home. In other words, it could be that if an
equivalent number of hours were spent with either procedure, the results would be
similar, but only in the extensive approach will students study for such an extended
period of time.

ATTITUDE QUESTIONNAIRE

The questionnaire in Table 4 was administered in Japanese to the students in the
last regular class. Our hypotheses and the results are shown to the right. The first 10
questions were answered on a scale of 0 to 5 (Disagree — Agree).

Table 4: Results of Questionnaire

Sense of Improvement Hypoth  Exten Skill Result
1. My reading ability improved E=S 3.11 3.06 E=Sns
2. Thanks to this course, I can read E>S 3.34 3.30 E=Sns

faster and more accurdtely.

Attitude Toward Method Used
3. I'would like to be taught by the E=S 3.49 3.27 E=Sns
same method next year.

Classwork
4. The work we did in class was E=S 3.65 3.67 E=S ns
useful for me.
5. The practice in class was E>S 3.34 3.55 E=Sns
interesting.
6. Theamount of reading E<S 3.00 3.17 E=Sns
homework was suitable for me.
7. There wastoo much home- E>S 2.93 2.56 E=Sns
work.
8. We were required to do too E> 2.48 2.46 E=Sns

much writing at home.

Intrinsic Interest of Homework
9. The homework was interesting E>S 3.27 290 E>S<05
F= 4.457
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Table 4: Results of Questionnaire (continued)

Sense of Improvement Hypoth  Exten Skill Result

10. It was useful to havetodo E>S 3.78 340 E>S<05
various kinds of writing at home. F= 4.457

Time Spent

11. About how many minutes did 98.82 3481 E>S<.001
youspend reading at home each F=50.34
week?

12. About how many minutes did 62.67 4325 E>S<.01
you spend writing at home each F= 9.49
week

DISCUSSION OF QUESTIONNAIRE

Despite the greater amount of work required of the students in the EXTENSIVE
group, as clearly shown by their self-reported homework hours (items 11 & 12),
there was no difference in their attitudes concerning their improvement during the
year, the classwork, or the amount of homework. The EXTENSIVE group,
however, felt that the homework was more interesting and that they received
considerable benefit from the summary writing that they were required to do at
home. The former result, that the EXTENSIVE group would find the homework
more interesting, is a logical consequence of the fact that the students could choose
material interesting to them, while the SKILLS class had no choice at all. The
average was only 3.2 on a scale from 0 to 5, which indicates that even the
EXTENSIVE group did not find their material exceedingly interesting — only more
interesting than the SKILLS group did.

It came as a surprise to the authors that the most significant difference perceived
between the groups pertained to writing practice, because the course was ostensibly
to teach reading! It may be that the required summary writing was perceived to be a
useful exercise to the students - a type of writing practice that they could do at
home and on which they got regular feedback from their instructors — both on the
content of the work, because it was reviewed to check if they were writing actual
summaries or merely copying from the reader, and also on the quantity of writing.
This feedback, free of criticism of grammar or usage errors, might have given them
a keen sense of accomplishment, particularly when they looked over their thick
notebooks at the end of the term.

Further, Smith (1988:277) notes that there is evidence that “writing is one way of
promoting engagement with a text, which leads to better comprehension.” It may
be that the students realised that their writing was a useful means to better
understanding of their reading. Hafiz and Tudor (1989) also noted that there was a
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“very marked improvement” in their experimental group’s writing tests where “a
more pronounced enhancement of the subjects’ test performance was observed
than on the reading tests” despite the fact that the focus of the experiment was
extensive reading.

CONCLUSION

The teaching of reading dominates the EFL situation in Japan, and the research
reported here suggests that the extensive reading procedure is an effective and
pleasurable way for students to learn to read English as a foreign language as an
alternative to translation or skills courses in which students are not free to choose
reading material that interests them, and which are frequently boring for both
students and teachers. If the extensive reading procedure is as effective as the skills
procedure in terms of test scores, the implications for the teaching of FL/EFL
reading are profound. By reading what they choose and (more or less) enjoying
their homework, students’ motivation to learn will increase, which will in turn
benefit their eventual acquisition of the target language. Teachers will have to
conduct their classes differently: they will be less dependent on inappropriate
textbooks, and they will have to spend more more time in individual conferences
with students.

Our results are tentative, because many important theoretical issues in reading are
not yet resolved, and because of the limitations of our experimental conditions and
design. We are now in the process of analysing the results of a repetition of the
experiment in the 1988 academic year with an improved design, and hope to report
the results in the near future.

We would like to thank the following persons for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper:
Andrew Cohen, S. Kathleen Kitao, David Peaty, Steven Ross and Vivian Zamel. This research was presented
at TESOL ‘88 (Chicago, March 7-12).
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