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Abstract 

  

With growing emphasis on measurable outcomes, understanding the effects of fiction versus 

non-fiction reading is increasingly relevant for language education. This preliminary study 

examines whether genre in an extensive reading (ER) program relates to performance on 

standardized English proficiency tests. Conducted at a Japanese university, the study 

compared students who read only non-fiction graded readers, those who read a mix of fiction 

and non-fiction, and a control group with no ER. Participants who read more than 50,000 

words were tracked with MReader and completed pre- and post-Mock-TOEIC tests. Kruskal-

Wallis and Steel-Dwass analyses indicated statistically significant group differences in this 

sample for overall and reading scores, with the Non-Fiction group showing the largest gains. 

Listening scores showed no significant differences and were treated as exploratory. Given the 

small Non-Fiction group and cohort differences, findings are interpreted cautiously. 

Preliminary results suggest that non-fiction graded readers may support test-related reading 

development. 

 
Keywords: extensive reading, English as a foreign language reading, non-fiction graded readers, 

second language reading, English as a foreign language standardized testing 

 

 

An often overlooked aspect in extensive reading (ER) is the influence of reading genre, 

specifically whether fiction or non-fiction texts yield greater gains in standardized test 

performance such as the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC). As language 

programs face increasing pressure to demonstrate measurable outcomes (O’Neill, 2012), 
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understanding how genre affects learner achievement has become a relevant area of inquiry. ER 

programs often emphasize reading for pleasure and rely heavily on fictional (narrative) graded 

readers. However, recent shifts in pedagogy have led to more diverse library collections and 

instructional strategies, including speed-reading exercises, comprehension quizzes through 

platforms like MReader (a learning management system), and sustained silent reading (SSR). 

These adaptations raise the question of whether specific design elements, particularly genre, can 

contribute to measurable gains in second language (L2) proficiency. 

 

TOEIC was selected for this study due to its widespread use in Japanese universities and 

corporate settings, making it a practical benchmark for evaluating how ER may be related to 

learners’ language development. While demonstrating a clear link between ER and standardized 

test performance remains challenging, prior research suggests that even moderate reading 

volumes (20,000–50,000 words) may yield improvements (Goto, 2021; Sakurai, 2011), despite 

earlier claims that 150,000 and 300,000 words are needed for significant gains (Cheetham et al., 

2018; Nishizawa et al., 2010). Because the ER intervention in this study involved reading-only, 

any potential effects on listening are treated as exploratory rather than theoretically driven. This 

preliminary study therefore focuses primarily on reading-related outcomes contributing to a 

broader understanding of how ER can support language education in contexts where test results 

carry institutional significance. 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

Extensive Reading Programs 

 

Extensive reading (ER) involves learners reading large quantities of level-appropriate text 

independently and silently for general comprehension and enjoyment (Nation & Waring, 2020). 

This learner-centered approach encourages reading at one’s own pace and according to personal 

interests, fostering sustained habits and long-term gains in reading ability (Grabe & Stoller, 

2011; Leather & Uden, 2021). ER is widely understood to support L2 reading comprehension, 

L2 reading speed, and L2 vocabulary growth through repeated exposure to commonly occurring 

lexical and grammatical structures (Nation & Waring, 2020). To achieve measurable progress, 

learners are encouraged to read between 7,200 and 10,000 words per week (Beglar & Hunt, 

2014; Nation, 2015), totaling approximately 100,000 words over a 14-week semester. 

 

Day and Bamford (2002) proposed 10 principles for effective ER programs: provide accessible 

and varied reading materials, allow learner choice, allocate sufficient reading time, and promote 

reading for both pleasure and information, supported by intrinsic motivation and silent, fluent 

reading. Although these principles are widely accepted, Waring and McLean (2015) suggest that 

not all principles are equally essential for classroom practice. They differentiate between core 

features, such as reading volume, fluency, and a focus on meaning, and variable features that 

may be adapted to meet institutional conditions, such as assessment procedures or text selection. 

 

Implementation often varies due to contextual constraints (Day, 2015). Some programs limit 

student choice or introduce assessments that may influence reading motivation. While adherence 

to the 10 principles is desirable, practical constraints such as limited curriculum time, resources, 



Cheetham, Tagashira, & Elliott: Preliminary study of genre-specific extensive reading effects on... 3 

Reading in a Foreign Language 38(1) 

and administrative expectations often require adjustments. Renandya et al. (2021) note that strict 

interpretations of ER principles may discourage adoption, whereas Robb (2002) argues that 

appropriate adaptations, including light monitoring of comprehension, can continue to support 

the overall purpose of encouraging substantial reading. 

 

Maintaining motivation is a common challenge: students may begin with enthusiasm but read 

inconsistently over time (Kirchhoff, 2013). Some learners struggle to sustain long-term interest 

in graded readers alone, indicating a need for additional strategies and incentives to support long 

term independent reading habits (Fuji, 2022, Renandya et al., 2021). Broader institutional 

factors, including limited class time, inconsistent access to reading materials, and the difficulty 

assessing reading without affecting enjoyment, also shape the practical implementations of ER 

programs (Stoeckel et al., 2012; Robb, 2015). 

 

To clarify the different ways ER is practiced, Day (2015) proposed a framework containing four 

categories: pure ER, modified ER, light ER, and fringe ER. These categories are based on how 

closely a program aligns with the 10 principles. This framework helps educators evaluate how 

ER is being carried out and whether a program supports the core objective of fostering extensive 

reading and provides insight into its practical context. Similarly, Macalister (2015) and Nation 

and Waring (2020) emphasize that adjustments are often necessary and appropriate as long as 

they continue to promote sustained, fluent reading. 

 

Digital tools such as MReader are increasingly used in ER programs. MReader includes 

thousands of quizzes that provide brief comprehension checks to confirm that students have 

completed their reading. It also includes motivational features such as leaderboards, progress 

tracking, and level promotions (MReader, n.d.; Leather & Uden, 2021). Although assessment 

within ER is sometimes debated, Robb (2015) and Nation and Waring (2020) note that light 

monitoring can help maintain participation when used thoughtfully. Stoeckel et al. (2012) further 

report that short quizzes do not negatively influence students’ attitudes toward reading and may 

even enhance their perception of reading as a worthwhile intellectual activity. 

 

TOEIC and Extensive Reading 

 

In many educational settings, institutional assessments often emphasize reading achievement 

over reading for enjoyment (Kirchhoff, 2013). The TOEIC test is one of the most widely used 

standardized English proficiency tests in Japan. It is designed to evaluate communication in 

international business contexts, with a focus on listening and reading. It covers workplace and 

everyday topics such as travel, banking, health, dining, and office environments. Japanese 

universities frequently use TOEIC scores to stream and qualify students for academic programs 

(Carney, 2016; Takahashi, 2011). In 2023, 470,086 Japanese institutions administered the 

TOEIC Institutional Program (IP) test, with average scores of 264 in listening and 208 in 

reading, totaling 471 (Institution for International Business Communication, 2024). According to 

the TOEIC-Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) mapping by the Educational 

Testing Service (2024), these scores reflect A2-level proficiency, below the B1 threshold of 275 

per skill, indicating that students are nearing but have not yet reached intermediate proficiency. 

This underlines the need for instructional approaches that may support learners’ progress toward 

intermediate proficiency. 
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Early studies examining the link between ER and standardized test scores such as TOEIC have 

shown mixed results. Carney (2016) found no strong correlation between ER and TOEIC reading 

gains among Japanese learners over a seven-and-a-half-month period, noting that the 

measurement approach made it difficult to obtain clear results. Similarly, O’Neill (2012) who 

compared TOEIC reading scores of ER students and non-ER students over two years found that 

although the ER participants gained 19.4 points (12.9%), compared to 8.1 points (5.3%) in the 

non-ER group, no significant difference was observed in the second year. Notably, O’Neill’s 

study does not specify the exact number of words students read, as the program only required 

them to read one book per week, without establishing clear word count targets. These findings 

highlight the difficulty of drawing firm conclusions about the relationship between ER and 

TOEIC scores from early studies. 

 

Other studies have reported more positive associations. Lyddon & Kramer (2019) analyzed data 

from 497 students and found a consistent positive relationship between word count and TOEIC 

reading score gains. However, increases in words read during the semester did not always result 

in proportional score improvement. Nishizawa et al. (2010) examined a sustained silent reading 

(SSR) program in which students read at least 300,000 words over two to three consecutive 

years, reporting substantial increases in TOEIC scores from 373 to 507. This study proposed the 

300,000-word threshold as a benchmark for meaningful gains, though its long-term nature may 

reduce immediate motivation. Goto (2021) found improvement in TOEIC IP scores from 20-

minute ER sessions, even at relatively low reading volumes (N = 30; average 37,554 words). 

Notably, word count did not always correlate with scores, as some low-volume readers 

performed well, suggesting that even modest ER can support proficiency. Cheetham et al. (2018) 

similarly found gains in TOEIC scores among students who participated in ER and timed-

reading activities. Students who read over 150,000 words showed the greatest gains: including an 

increase of 27.8 words per minute (wpm) in reading speed and a mean TOEIC gain of 32.5 

points. However, the study acknowledged limitations in capturing long-term effects, especially 

for lower-proficiency learners. These findings underscore the role of consistent reading in 

developing fluency and automaticity but also highlight that ER alone may not suffice. 

Supplementary activities such as in-class reading or timed-reading drills are often necessary 

(Carney, 2016; Chang & Hu, 2018; Nation & Waring, 2020). 

 

Several studies have explored whether ER may relate to listening improvement. Milliner (2021) 

investigated a reading fluency program that included timed reading, repeated oral reading, and 

ER. Students who read more than 95,000 words showed significantly greater gains in TOEIC 

listening scores compared to those who read less. Avid readers improved by 40.39 points, 

whereas reluctant readers gained only 16.47 points, with a statistically significant correlation 

observed between word count and listening improvement. These findings suggest that listening 

gains may occur when ER is combined with oral and listening-based activities. This is consistent 

with broader findings that ER can increase exposure to vocabulary, syntax, and spoken language 

patterns (Renandya & Jacobs, 2016). ER programs incorporating multimodal input may offer 

benefits beyond reading fluency and strengthen their role in TOEIC-focused curricula. 

 

Although ER is intended to improve reading fluency and automaticity, its influence on TOEIC 

performance may be difficult to measure. Grabe (2009) notes that TOEIC does not assess 
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response speed and relies on formats like multiple-choice and gap-fill, which do not accurately 

reflect authentic reading processes. Research on vocabulary coverage suggests that readers need 

to know at least 95 percent of the words in a text to achieve basic comprehension, equivalent to 

one unfamiliar word in every 20 (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). For fluent and 

independent reading, particularly in academic contexts, a higher threshold of 98 percent coverage 

is recommended, equivalent to one unknown word in every 50 (Hu & Nation, 2000; Schmitt et 

al., 2011). These thresholds highlight the challenge TOEIC poses for learners with moderate 

English proficiency, as it demands knowledge of approximately 4,000 mid-frequency word 

families for listening and 5,000–6,000 for reading (Kaneko, 2017). This raises the question of 

whether ER can provide enough vocabulary exposure to support significant improvements on 

standardized tests like TOEIC. 

 

Genre and Vocabulary Exposure in Graded Readers 

 

Language learners often begin with simpler, shorter texts like graded readers but may later 

transition to more challenging but shorter authentic texts to maintain readability (Leather & 

Uden, 2021; Nation & Waring, 2020). This progression may limit exposure to diverse genres and 

vocabulary, which can influence reading development (Grabe & Stroller, 2011). Incorporating a 

range of genres, including non-fiction, may help address this concern. Non-fiction texts offer 

exposure to wider sets of vocabulary and structures, including technical and academic language 

that fiction may not provide (Nation, 2013). 

 

Such variety can support reading strategies, facilitate comprehension, and prepare learners for 

real world reading tasks such as reports and news articles (Grabe, 2009). Proficient readers also 

need to recognize features that are specific to different genres and align these with their reading 

goals (Grabe, 2009). Genre influences comprehension by shaping discourse patterns. For 

example, narrative texts often include a considerable amount of dialogue and resemble spoken 

language, which typically includes fewer mid-frequency and technical words (Schmitt & 

Schmitt, 2014). This suggests that intermediate learners may benefit from including non-fiction 

graded readers to build vocabulary relevant to standardized tests like TOEIC (Nation & Waring, 

2020). Mid-frequency words are essential for academic and informational contexts, bridging 

basic and advanced vocabulary. Non-fiction graded readers often target this range, making them 

useful for learners aiming to strengthen their vocabulary knowledge. While genre may shape 

exposure to vocabulary and discourse patterns, outcomes also depend on factors such as text 

level, topic familiarity, and the mix of titles available to students. ER supports vocabulary 

development by providing repeated exposure to words in varied contexts. 

 

Matching Materials to Learner Proficiency for Reading Fluency 

 

The quantity and quality of reading that learners engage in can influence their L2 development. 

To support comprehension and encourage sustained reading habits, it is important that graded 

readers are matched to learners’ proficiency levels. Studies by Beglar et al. (2012) and McLean 

and Rouault (2017) indicate that level-appropriate ER improves reading fluency, including 

speed, accuracy, and comprehension. As readers become more fluent, they are better able to 

process larger volumes of text, acquire knowledge efficiently, and enjoy reading. 
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Yoshizawa et al. (2020) report that proficient readers often begin with texts below their skill 

level, gradually increase difficulty, and maintain consistent reading habits. In contrast, less 

successful readers who choose overly challenging texts tend to read irregularly, rely heavily on 

illustrations, and switch to their first language to support comprehension; this can occur even 

with graded readers (Gillis-Furutaka, 2015; Horst, 2009). Gillis-Furutaka (2015) also notes that 

age-inappropriate content, unfamiliar cultural references, idioms, and non-linear storytelling can 

prompt learners to revert to their first language (L1). 

 

These challenges underscore the value of guiding learners toward appropriate reading materials. 

Non-fiction graded readers can provide structured, engaging content that supports vocabulary 

development and reading fluency. Their inclusion of mid-frequency and technical vocabulary 

may help prepare learners for academic and real-world tasks, while also avoiding some narrative 

features that may hinder comprehension. The benefits described here rest primarily on 

appropriate text selection; effects may differ when materials are above level or misaligned with 

learners’ goals. 

 
 

Purpose of Study 

 

This preliminary study examines the role of extensive reading, with particularly attention to  

non-fiction graded readers, in relation to students’ performance on standardized English 

proficiency tests. Specifically, it investigates whether ER is associated with score changes and 

the extent to which the genre of graded reading materials, such as non-fiction or a mixed 

combination of fiction and non-fiction, relates to overall performance and the components of the 

TOEIC test. Because the ER intervention in this study was reading only, listening is treated as an 

exploratory, secondary outcome. The goal is to provide evidence that may help ER programs 

consider whether and how genre choices align with their contexts and learning objectives. 

 

RQ1: Does the genre of extensive reading (ER), particularly non-fiction, affect students’ Mock-

TOEIC scores compared to mixed (non-fiction and fiction) genre ER? 

RQ2: If genre differences are observed, which section of the Mock TOEIC (Listening or 

Reading) appears more sensitive to ER genre? 

 

 

Research Methods and Procedures 

 

To examine whether ER genre emphasis (non-fiction and mixed non-fiction/fiction) is associated 

with students’ TOEIC performance, participants in the treatment groups were encouraged to read 

approximately 100,000 words (tracked and monitored through MReader) and take the TOEIC 

Challenge as pre- and post-tests (see TOEIC Challenge Pre- and Post-Test below). The control 

group of this study did not have ER requirements and only took the TOEIC Challenge pre- and 

post-tests. 

 

TOEIC Challenge Pre- and Post-Test 

 

The TOEIC Challenge is a mock TOEIC test developed by Lint Co., Ltd. specifically for the 

university. Two different versions of the test were administered, one at the beginning of the 
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semester and another at the end, to reduce the possibility of test-retest bias. The test is a 

shortened version of the official TOEIC and closely resembles the half-TOEIC format of the 

TOEIC Institutional Program (IP). It includes 50 listening questions and 50 reading questions, 

covering all sections typically found in the full TOEIC test. 

 

The test was delivered in a computer-based format with a time limit of 60 minutes and was taken 

outside of regular class hours. No grading incentives or rewards were offered for participation. 

While the TOEIC Challenge mirrors the half-TOEIC format, its shorter duration and institutional 

design means results should be interpreted as mock-test indicators rather than direct equivalents 

of full TOEIC scores. 

 

The mock TOEIC tests were administered before and after the extensive reading intervention, 

allowing for a comparison of students’ performance across the treatment and control groups. 

Prior to data collection, informed consent was obtained from all participants, and ethical 

approval for the study was granted by the university’s research ethics committee. 

 

TOEIC Challenge Scoring Methodology and Reliability 

 

The TOEIC Challenge uses an Item Response Theory (IRT)-based approach rather than raw 

scores to ensure reliability and alignment with the official TOEIC scale. 

 

Item analysis (2PL Model). Items were calibrated using the two-parameter logistic model 

(2PLM), which estimates: 

• Difficulty (bᵢ): proficiency level for a 50% chance of correct response 

• Discrimination (aᵢ): ability to distinguish between proficiency levels 

 

Items with aᵢ < 0.30 (low discrimination) or aᵢ > 2.00 (unstable estimates) were removed, 

following common educational measurement standards. This retained items with strong 

psychometric properties, improving reliability. 

 

Ability estimation and score equating. Participant ability (θ) was estimated via Maximum 

Likelihood Estimation (MLE) and mapped to the official TOEIC scale using a linear 

transformation calibrated against a sample of students who completed both mock tests. This 

ensured alignment with the official score distribution (μTOEIC, σTOEIC). 

 

Final scores were computed in R, applying IRT and MLE models simultaneously for immediate 

results. This procedure provides score reports on the TOEIC scale for interpretability; however, 

they remain mock test estimates rather than official TOEIC results. 

 

Participants 

 

The participants in this preliminary study were 458 students from 11 required English classes 

taught twice a week over 14 weeks in 2017 and once a week over 14 weeks in 2023. Upon 

entering the university, students were streamed into classes based on their performance on the 

Global Test for English Communication (GTEC) placement test, which assessed listening and 

reading skills. Based on their scores, students were regarded as being at the CEFR A2 level, 
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ensuring comparable proficiency across all groups. For analysis, only students with both pre- and 

post-mock TOEIC test scores were included (N = 230). Within the treatment groups, inclusion 

required over 50,000 words read with MReader quizzes passed. The treatment groups (Non-

Fiction and Mixed Genre) were taught by two teachers, while the Control group was taught by 

three different teachers, and all members of the research team were involved as teachers in these 

classes. However, differences between groups should be interpreted with caution due to several 

contextual factors, including variations in instructional time across years (twice-weekly classes 

in 2017; once-weekly in 2023), differing teacher assignments, and a small Non-Fiction sample 

(N = 12). A summary of the student groups, including cohort year, class numbers, and baseline 

reading proficiency, is provided in Table 1. 

 
Table 1. Summary of student groups 

  
Year 

collected 

Classes 

(N) 

Student total 

(N) 

Pre-Mock TOEIC 

Reading (M) 

CEFR  

(pre) 

Non-Fiction 2023 2 12 258.8 A2 

Mixed Genre  2017 6 136 184.6 A2 

Control 2017 3 82 173.0 A2 

 

Extensive Reading Class Requirements and Procedures 

 

Students were introduced to the ER program on the first day of class and began reading after 

completing the pre-TOEIC Challenge, which was administered outside regular class hours. They 

were encouraged to read approximately 100,000 words by the end of the 14-week semester. 

Although this target falls below the 300,000-word benchmark identified by Nishizawa et al. 

(2010) and cited by Waring and McLean (2015) as associated with fluent comprehension, it 

aligns with Milliner’s (2021) finding that approximately 100,000 words may be sufficient to 

produce gains in reading fluency and standardized test performance among elementary-level 

English as a foreign language (EFL) learners. Furthermore, Waring and McLean (2015) 

emphasize that volume is a core dimension of ER, and that sustained reading over times supports 

cognitive development in L2 reading. 

 

To motivate participation, students received up to 10% of their final course grade for extensive 

reading. This incentive structure followed the university’s unified English language curriculum, 

which sets limits on rewards for non-standardized assessments. For example, students who read 

50,000 words received 5% of their final course grade. This structure balanced institutional 

requirements with pedagogical goals and supported sustained engagement in ER. Although Day 

and Bamford’s (2002) ER principle notes that “reading is its own reward,” Waring and McLean 

(2015) acknowledge that assessment and incentives are variable dimensions that can be adapted 

without undermining ER’s core aims. 

 

Silent reading was conducted for 10 to 15 minutes either weekly or every other week, depending 

on the course schedule. In classes that met twice per week (28 sessions), students engaged in 

approximately 120 to 140 minutes of in-class reading over the semester. In classes that met once 

per week (14 sessions), silent reading occurred every other week, totaling 60 to 80 minutes. 

Although this in-class time was modest, it supported the ER emphasis on sustained, 

uninterrupted reading. Students were encouraged to borrow books from mobile library carts for 
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at-home reading. To support engagement, students also participated in 5-minute book 

discussions with a partner. These discussions were held weekly in courses that met twice per 

week and approximately every other week in courses that met once per week. The discussions 

fostered interest in reading and allowed students to share book recommendations with one 

another. This peer interaction aligns with Waring and McLean’s (2015) emphasis on positive 

feedback cycles, where sharing reading experiences can enhance motivation and deepen 

understanding. 

 

While the potential drawbacks of excessive assessment in ER programs are acknowledged, light 

monitoring can help maintain student accountability and engagement when applied thoughtfully 

(Robb, 2015; Waring & McLean, 2015). After reading a graded reader, students completed a 10-

item MReader quiz outside of class time. A passing score of 50 percent was required for the 

book’s word count to be added to the student’s cumulative total. This threshold was selected to 

balance accessibility and comprehension. Quiz retakes were not permitted, except in cases of 

technical issues, emphasizing careful reading while avoiding excessive assessment. 

 

To further encourage participation, the program incorporated MReader leaderboards and in-class 

recognition. Teachers acknowledged both the students who read the most and those who showed 

the greatest improvement. Students were also invited to take part in the university-wide MReader 

Challenge, in which those who read more than 150,000 words during the academic year were 

honored in a formal ceremony. These motivational strategies were used to boost student 

engagement, while maintaining the program’s focus on meaning-focused input. 

 

The program followed several core principles of extensive reading, including sustained silent 

reading and meaning-focused input. Students had some choice in book selection, and this 

autonomy was guided to ensure appropriate difficulty and content. Although not all 10 principles 

outlined by Day and Bramford (2002) were implemented in full, the program maintained key 

elements such as reading large amounts of text and fostering fluent comprehension, consistent 

with Waring and McLean’s (2015) adaptable ER model and Day’s (2015) modified definition. 

 

Non-fiction group. The Non-Fiction group used a mobile library cart brought to class each week. 

The cart contained approximately 360 graded readers from publishers such as Cambridge, Seed 

Learning, National Geographic, Oxford, and Penguin. Topics included biographies, history, 

culture, science, and engineering. Students could choose from five book levels ranging from 700 

to 2,200 headwords. These levels corresponded to the university’s Graded Reader Library 

categories: brown, lime, red, purple, and blue. 

 

Students in this group read for 10 to 15 minutes in class every ot-her week and were encouraged 

to read additional books at home. Approximately five times during the semester, they 

participated in 5-minute partner book discussions to support comprehension and engagement. 

Progress toward the 100,000-word goal was tracked with MReader and contributed up to 10% of 

the final grade. 

 

Mixed genre group (fiction and non-fiction). Although students were granted autonomy in 

selecting their reading materials, MReader logs indicated a balanced mix of fiction and non-

fiction graded readers. To support this diversity, the Mixed Genre group was provided with a 
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mobile library cart during each class session, stocked with approximately 290 fiction and 70 non-

fiction titles. These materials were curated to match the publishers and proficiency levels used in 

the Non-Fiction group for consistency and accessibility. 

 

Students in the Mixed Genre group attended class twice weekly under the pre-2022 curriculum 

(28 sessions over 14 weeks). Each week included 10 to 15 minutes of in-class reading and a 5-

minute partner discussion at the beginning of one class. Reading progress was monitored through 

MReader, with a target of 100,000 words contributing up to 10% to the final course grade. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

To examine whether Mock-TOEIC score changes differed among the three reading treatments 

(Non-Fiction, Mixed Genre, Control), non-parametric tests were employed. The Kruskal–Wallis 

test, appropriate for unequal group sizes and non-normal distributions, was used to compare 

Listening, Reading, and Total score gains across groups. When significant differences were 

detected, Steel–Dwass post hoc tests were conducted to identify specific group contrasts. 

 

 

Results 

 

Before conducting inferential analysis, descriptive statistics were examined to understand score 

distribution across groups. As shown in Table 2, Non-Fiction had the highest pre-test mean score 

(M = 628.75, SD = 137.02), followed by Mixed Genre group (M = 446.10, SD = 97.18) and 

Control group (M = 419.33, SD = 84.51). Post-test scores indicate that the Non-Fiction group 

maintained its lead (M = 700.00), while Mixed Genre and Control group showed moderate gains. 

 
Table 2. Means and standard deviations by reading group (pre-test and post-test) 

  N Pre-test Post-test 
  M (SD) SE M (SD) SE 

Non-Fiction 12 628.75 (137.02) 39.55 700.00 (177.82) 51.33 

Mixed Genre 136 446.10 (97.18) 8.33 464.15 (113.38) 9.72 

Control 82 419.33 (84.51) 9.33 438.78 (93.17) 10.29 

Note. Values represent group means with standard deviations (SD) and standard errors (SE). 

 

Score gains from pre- to post-test are summarized in Table 3, with the Non-Fiction group 

showing the largest improvement (M = 71.25, SD = 60.12), compared to the Mixed Genre group 

(M = 18.05, SD = 59.98) and Control (M = 19.45, SD = 58.99). 

 
Table 3. Summary statistics (M, SD, SE) for gain scores by reading group  

  N M (SD) SE 

Non-Fiction 12 71.25 (60.12) 17.35 

Mixed Genre 136 18.05 (59.98) 5.14 

Control 82 19.45 (58.99) 6.51 

 

To provide additional context, Table 4 presents pre-post-test gains with 95% confidence intervals 

for each group. 
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Table 4. Confidence intervals (95%) for gain scores by reading group 

  N M (SD) 95% CI 
   Lower Upper 

Non-Fiction 12 71.25 (60.11) 33.05 109.45 

Mixed Genre 136 18.05 (59.98) 7.88 28.22 

Control 82 19.45 (58.99) 6.49 32.41 

 

RQ1: Effect of Extensive Reading Genre on Mock-TOEIC Score Gains 

 

A Kruskal-Wallis test was conducted to examine differences in gain scores among Non-Fiction, 

Mixed Genre, and Control. The result indicated a statistically significant group effect, χ²(2) = 

8.04, p = .018. Effect size was calculated using epsilon squared (ε² = 0.027), indicating a small-

to-moderate effect. Also, a Steel-Dwass post hoc test indicated that the Non-Fiction group 

differed significantly from both the Mixed Genre group (mean rank difference = 36.37, p 

= .0134) and Control group (mean rank difference = 22.31, p = .0221). The comparison between 

Mixed Genre group and Control group was not significant (p = .9938). These comparisons 

involve different cohorts and instructional time across years; therefore, group differences are 

interpreted cautiously. The distribution of individual gain scores by group is shown in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. Distribution of score differences between pre-test and post-test (total score). 

 

RQ2: Section-Specific Effects of Extensive Reading Genre on Mock-TOEIC Scores 

 

The following analysis focuses exclusively on TOEIC Reading scores. A Kruskal-Wallis test 

showed a statistically significant difference in rank reading scores among the Non-Fiction, 

Mixed Genre, and Control groups, χ²(2) = 8.55, p = .0139. The Non-Fiction group had the 

highest average rank (169.25), followed by the Mixed Genre group (114.37), and the Control 

group (109.51). A Steel-Dwass post hoc test further indicated that the Non-Fiction group differed 

significantly from both the Mixed Genre group (mean rank difference = 35.50, p = .0163) and 



Cheetham, Tagashira, & Elliott: Preliminary study of genre-specific extensive reading effects on... 12 

Reading in a Foreign Language 38(1) 

Control group (mean rank difference = 24.12, p = .0116). The comparison between Mixed Genre 

and Control groups was not significant (p = .8581). Cohort and contact hour differences apply as 

noted above. The distribution of reading score gains across groups is shown in Figure 2. 

 

 
Figure 2. Distribution of score differences between pre-test and post-test (reading score). 

 

The following analysis focuses exclusively on TOEIC Listening scores. In contrast to the 

Reading results, a Kruskal-Wallis test revealed no statistically significant difference in rank 

listening scores among the Non-Fiction, Mixed Genre, and Control groups, χ²(2) = 1.29, p 

= .5256. As noted earlier, listening outcomes are treated as exploratory in this study because the 

ER intervention involved reading only. Figure 3 shows the distribution of listening score gains 

for each group. 

 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of score differences between pre-test and post-test (listening score). 
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Additional Analysis: Post-test and Baseline Control 

 

A one-way ANOVA indicated that post-test scores differed significantly by group, F(2,227) = 

4.45, p = .012. To control for baseline differences, an ANCOVA was conducted with post-test 

score as the dependent variable, group as the independent variable, and pre-test score as a 

covariate. The pre-test score was a strong predictor of post-test performance, F(1,226) = 554.84, 

p < .0001. Importantly, the effect of group remained statistically significant after adjusting for 

baseline differences, F(2,226) = 4.25, p = .0154, suggesting that group differences persisted 

beyond initial proficiency variation. These findings should be interpreted cautiously given the 

small size of the Non-Fiction group (N = 12) and the cohort/time differences noted above.  

 

 

Discussion 

 

This preliminary study examined the relationship of ER and Mock-TOEIC listening and reading 

performance, with a focus on reading genre. Because the ER intervention involved reading only, 

listening outcomes were treated as a secondary, exploratory measure rather than a theoretically-

driven expectation. Within this context, the findings suggest that ER using non-fiction graded 

readers may be associated with comparatively greater gains in the TOEIC Reading component. 

However, these results should be interpreted with caution. The Non-Fiction group, which 

showed the most notable gains, was small, drawn from a different academic year than the other 

groups, and may have entered with somewhat higher initial L2 reading and listening proficiency. 

The disproportionate size of the Non-Fiction group appears to reflect participants’ actual reading 

preferences rather than sampling error; equalizing participants would have introduced bias and 

reduced ecological validity. These contextual factors may limit the generalizability of the results 

and highlight the need for further research with larger and more balanced samples. At the same 

time, median values and interquartile ranges showed a coherent pattern that aligned with the 

inferential results, suggesting that the observed tendencies are unlikely to be attributable solely to 

the group-size imbalance. 

 

In response to RQ1, results for the Non-Fiction group indicate that students engaged in ER 

tended to achieve higher overall Mock-TOEIC scores. Students in the Non-Fiction group showed 

notably higher scores than those in the Mixed Genre group and Control group. These patterns 

suggest that a structured ER program, when integrated into the curriculum and monitored 

through tools like MReader, may be linked to higher performance on standardized language test 

like TOEIC. Because the groups were drawn from different academic years, received unequal 

instructional time, and were taught by different instructors, these differences cannot be attributed 

to genre alone. Rather, the results point to a possible association between non-fiction reading and 

test performance, while acknowledging that any apparent genre-related effects are intertwined 

with broader cohort and instructional context differences that cannot be disentangled within the 

present design. 

 

In this study, the genre of reading material appears to be related to differences in students’ 

performance. Learners who read non-fiction exclusively tended to outperform those who read a 

mixture of fiction and non-fiction graded readers, suggesting that non-fiction texts may be more 

closely aligned with the vocabulary, structure, and informational tone characteristic of TOEIC 
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reading passages. At the same time, non-fiction may not engage all learners equally. Because 

promoting autonomy and enjoyment is central to ER, the exclusive use of non-fiction could risk 

undermining motivation for some students; required non-fiction reading may not foster the 

intrinsic motivation that ER programs aim to cultivate. 

 

Cheetham et al. (2018) previously demonstrated that reading more than 150,000 words was 

associated with the greatest gains in Mock-TOEIC scores, with a mean improvement of 32.5 

points. In contrast, the current study indicates that students who read over 50,000 words also 

showed measurable improvements, particularly when their reading consisted primarily of non-

fiction. This pattern may suggest that genre moderates the relationship between reading volume 

and test performance. The wider variation in outcomes among the learners who read over 50,000 

words may reflect differences in reading consistency, text selection, and the characteristics of the 

materials available to each group. Because non-fiction materials more closely mirror the 

vocabulary, structures, and informational features found in TOEIC reading tasks, they may offset 

the need for very high reading volume when compared with mixed-genre reading. While 

previous research has emphasized that a higher reading volume (150,000+ words) are generally 

linked to greater proficiency gains, the present results tentatively suggest that the type of reading 

material, specifically non-fiction, may be associated with improvements even at lower volumes. 

These findings point to the potential importance of both reading quantity and content in 

designing ER programs aimed at supporting standardized English test performance. 

 

To gauge practical significance, Cohen’s d for the Non-Fiction group (pre- to post-test) was 0.45, 

which is above the small benchmark (0.40) but below the medium benchmark (0.70) proposed by 

Plonsky and Oswald (2014) for second language acquisition (SLA) research. This represents a 

modest but interpretable effect within that group. While the small sample size limits the extent to 

which this effect can be generalized, the estimate nonetheless provides preliminary evidence that 

genre-specific ER, particularly reading non-fiction texts may be linked to measurable gains in 

standardized test performance. 

 

An aim of any ER program is to provide access to engaging graded readers while preserving 

learner choice (Day & Bamford, 2002; Leather & Uden, 2021; Nation & Waring, 2020). In this 

study, MReader logs showed that students in the Non-Fiction group drew on a range of 

publishers and topics. Frequently selected collections included National Geographic’s Footprint 

Reading Library, Oxford FactFiles, Oxford Read and Discover, and Seed Learning’s World 

History Readers. Notably, the most widely read series was Penguin Random House’s Who Was 

biographies. Although categorized as “youth readers,” these titles appeared to resonate strongly 

with participants, possibly due to their cultural relevance, accessible narrative style, and capacity 

to address common critiques of graded readers—such as overly simplified or formulaic language 

(Gillis-Furutaka, 2015; Nation & Waring, 2020). The Non-Fiction group’s reading level 

remained primarily within Kyoto scale Levels 5–6 (MReader, n.d.), corresponding roughly to 

TOEIC approximately 450–500 and 400–800 headwords. This pattern likely reflects the 

university’s library holdings at Level 6 and the broader availability of non-fiction titles at this 

level. These descriptive tendencies help contextualize the results but do not isolate genre as a 

sole contributing factor. 
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Concerning RQ2, genre-related differences were most apparent in the Mock-TOEIC Reading 

section: only the Non-Fiction group showed a statistically significant improvement in reading 

gain scores. This pattern is consistent with the interpretation that non-fiction texts may more 

closely align with the lexical, structure, and informational features characteristic of TOEIC 

reading tasks. However, because the groups differed in academic year, instructional-time, and 

teaching context, these results are regarded as suggestive rather than definitive. Taken together, 

the findings indicate the potential of non-fiction reading to support test-oriented reading skills 

relative to mixed-genre reading, which may include narratives less directly aligned with TOEIC 

tasks. In line with Nation and Waring (2020), fiction-only reading may not fully prepare learners 

for such assessments; thus, when test preparation is a priority, ER programs may consider 

incorporating substantial exposure to non-fiction materials while still preserving opportunities 

for learner choice. 

 

Despite the gains in reading, no significant differences were found in Listening scores across the 

treatment groups. One possible reason for the lack of an observable effect on Mock-TOEIC 

Listening scores is that the ER treatments, particularly those emphasizing non-fiction, are more 

closely associated with reading-related skills such as vocabulary, comprehension, and fluency, 

which are all central to the TOEIC Reading section. Because the intervention focused solely on 

reading, listening outcomes were included as an exploratory measure to investigate whether any 

transfer effects might extend beyond reading. Incorporating Listening scores in this way 

provided a broader perspective on the potential influence of the ER treatments on overall TOEIC 

performance, while acknowledging that substantial listening focused input was not part of the 

instructional design. 

 

These results are consistent with the previous study by Cheetham et al. (2018) which found no 

strong evidence that ER alone leads to significant improvements in TOEIC Listening scores. In 

contrast, Milliner (2019) reported that students who engaged in extensive reading combined with 

listening (ERWL) demonstrated greater gains in TOEIC Listening compared with those who 

engaged in reading only. In Milliner’s study, the ERWL group improved by an average of 20 

points, compared with 11 points for the reading-only group and 6 points for the control group. 

Notably, the control group in that study also showed gains, complicating efforts to attribute 

improvements solely to the interventions. Together these findings suggest that listening-focused 

input may be necessary to produce measurable changes in listening proficiency, whereas reading 

only ER may have limited influence on TOEIC Listening outcomes. 

 

Improving listening performance may involve supplementary strategies beyond extensive 

reading. Gains in reading speed and comprehension may not necessarily translate into 

corresponding improvements in listening ability, which likely depends more directly on exposure 

to targeted audio-based input. Although non-fiction ER appears to support reading performance, 

its limited impact on listening in this study points to the need for a more integrated instructional 

approach. Combining reading with listening-focused activities, such as extensive listening or 

shadowing, may offer more effective support for comprehensive language development. Future 

research should therefore explore how multimodal input, including extensive reading paired with 

listening or audio-assisted reading, can enhance both reading and listening skills. 
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Overall, the results of this preliminary study suggest the integration of non-fiction graded readers 

into ER programs may hold potential benefits for learners preparing for standardized tests, like 

the TOEIC. Carefully curated reading materials, paired with consistent tracking and light 

monitoring through systems like MReader, may support measurable improvements in L2 reading 

proficiency. These results offer practical considerations for curriculum developers, educators, 

and program designers seeking to enhance learner outcomes on high-stakes English proficiency 

assessments. At the same time, it remains uncertain whether students themselves attribute any 

TOEIC gains to their engagement in ER. Because language development is shaped by a range of 

instructional and individual factors, learners may find it difficult to connect their performance 

directly to reading behaviors alone (Beglar et al., 2012; Grabe, 2009). To better understand ER’s 

role within broader learning processes, future programs may wish to explore approaches that 

help learners track their study habits more holistically and develop clearer awareness of how 

their reading activities relate to subsequent performance outcomes. 

 

 

Limitations and Future Studies 

 

This preliminary study aimed to explore the impact of ER on TOEIC listening and reading scores 

and to examine the potential influence of reading genre, but it faced several limitations. 

Achieving ideal experimental conditions is inherently challenging (Nation & Waring, 2020), and 

various teaching and learning factors beyond ER likely influenced outcomes. Despite these 

constraints, the findings offer exploratory insights that may help refine ER programs intended to 

support learners’ performance on standardized assessments. 

 

Some limitations were beyond the researchers’ control, most notably the impact of COVID-19 

and restrictions on borrowing graded readers. These disruptions affected data collection between 

2020 and 2022, when access to materials and participation were inconsistent. The study was 

further constrained by institutional research guidelines requiring both the Mock-TOEIC and 

MReader quizzes to be completed outside the classroom. This out-of-class testing environment 

likely contributed to reduced seriousness among some participants, resulting in a substantial 

number of incomplete Mock-TOEIC post-test and the exclusion of a large portion of dataset. 

Additionally, the shortened 60-minute Mock-TOEIC did not replicate the conditions of the full 

120-minute official test, which may have influenced some validity. A controlled, in-class 

administration could yield more complete and reliable data in future research. 

 

Participant groups were also not fully equivalent due to curriculum changes and unequal 

instructional time. Students in the Non-Fiction group met only once per week, meaning their 

total in class reading and discussion time was approximately half that of the Mixed Genre group, 

which received an estimated 280 minutes of in class reading over the semester. To address this, 

the researchers used a one-way ANOVA and included only participants who had read over 

50,000 words with MReader quizzes—a threshold consistent with prior studies indicating the 

minimum reading volume associated with observable proficiency gains (Goto, 2021; Sakurai, 

2011). Even so, the dataset was limited, particularly for the Non-Fiction group, as fewer reached 

the necessary threshold. Nearly half of the collected data (N = 228) was unusable. The Non-

Fiction group, in particular, consisted of only 12 students, substantially limiting the reliability 

and generalizability of comparisons across groups. This small sample size is a recognized 
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limitation of the study and likely influenced the observed results. Future studies should strive for 

more balanced group size, comparable instructional conditions, and equal contact hours, 

although these conditions were not feasible during the years affected by pandemic-related 

restrictions. 

 

Students appeared to have adequate support and access to resources to meet the 50,000-word 

reading benchmark. Mobile library carts brought directly to classrooms likely helped ensure 

access to graded readers without requiring students to visit the library independently. However, 

the mandatory focus on non-fiction texts may have limited students’ motivation to engage in ER. 

While non-fiction materials may align well with the linguistic features of standardized tests like 

the TOEIC, they may not evoke the same level of voluntary reading, enjoyment, or sustained 

engagement typically associated with ER programs. These findings contribute to an ongoing 

discussion regarding the balance between test-orientated reading and broader ER goals.  

 

Additional challenges arise from genre exposure. The Mixed Genre group also had access to 

non-fiction graded readers, complicating attempts to isolate genre-specific effects. A closer 

examination of individual MReader logs would be required to determine whether Mixed Genre 

participants tended to prefer one genre over the other. However, given the relatively small 

number of non-fiction titles available to that group, it is unlikely that substantial non-fiction 

exposure occurred. More rigorous genre control would allow researchers to draw stronger 

conclusions about the role of non-fiction in ER contexts. 

 

Finally, the study’s reliance on a standardized test as the primary outcome measure imposes 

additional constraints. Grabe (2009) highlights concerns about whether proficiency tests fully 

capture the benefits of ER, given their design and intended purpose. Chapman and Newfields 

(2008) similarly note that multiple-choice and gap-fill questions may not accurately represent 

natural reading processes. Nevertheless, despite these critiques, standardized tests such as 

TOEIC continue remain widely used benchmarks for English proficiency among students, 

institutions, and employers. Future studies should consider examining other standardized 

language tests such as the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) or the Test of 

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) which involve more specialized and academic 

vocabulary and may be especially responsive to non-fiction reading materials. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study investigated the examined the relationship of ER and reading genre with TOEIC 

performance of English language learners, highlighting how targeted and practical ER goals may 

support measurable progress within a single semester. By establishing a clear word-count 

requirement, the study found that ER was associated with improvements in reading-related 

performance, as reflected in the Mock-TOEIC scores. Students who read non-fiction graded 

readers tended to show greater gains than those in the Mixed Genre and Control groups, 

particularly in the reading component of the test. These findings tentatively suggest that genre 

choice may influence how effectiveness of ER supports test-related reading skills. At the same 

time, these patterns should be interpreted cautiously given the small Non-Fiction sample and the 

contextual differences across groups. 
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While ER programs traditionally emphasize reading for pleasure, the present study points to the 

potential pedagogical value of incorporating non-fiction materials in contexts where academic 

performance and standardized testing carry institutional significance. The results support 

ongoing efforts to diversify ER library collections and to consider how genre and reading volume 

can be aligned with institutional goals and learners’ needs.  

 

At the same time, no significant improvement in listening scores was observed across groups, 

suggesting that reading-only ER may be insufficient to support gains in listening proficiency. 

This finding reinforces the need for complementary approaches, such as ERWL, to promote 

more balanced language development. Future research should continue to explore how genre, 

learner engagement, and integrated reading-listening input contribute to improvements in both 

reading and listening skills across varied instructional environments. 
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