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Paul Nation looks at the objectives of an extensive reading program
and the conditions needed to achieve them

A growing number of studies have demonstrated
the values of extensive reading for learnars of English as a second or
foreign language. These studies show that a sustained and well
designed extensive reading program can result in a wide variety of
benefits.

Here, we will give most attention 1o those benefits that relate 1o
extensive reading, but as the research shows, extensive reading can
have a variety of learning goals.

Language Learning Goals

One way of dividing up the goals of a language program is to sep-
arate out language, ideas and skills. Language goals include the
learning of language items like vocabulary, and grammatical and dis-
course features. ideas goals can include subject matter knowledge,
knowledge of the target culture, and general knowledge. Skills goals
can be divided into listening, speaking, reading and writing, and can
be focused on accuracy or fluency.

Thne most obvious language learning goal in extensive reading is
vocabulary growth, Somewhat surprisingly, vocabulary growth bene-
fits are not as great as might be expected and depend upon some
important conditions. Most studies show that the amount of vocabu-
tary learned from reading just one graded reader is rather small.
Among the best studies is that by Waring and Takaxi {2003). In this
study, iearners read a simple graded reader, A Little Princess {OuP
Bookworms Level 1). The reader was just under 6,000 words long
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and contained 25 words which were unknown to the learners. It took
the iearners around an hour to read it. On average, the learners got
just over ten items correct on the multiple-choice test taken immedi-
ately after reading the book (although this figure does not allow for
guessing) and just under five on the vocabulary translation test. This
is quite a good result for an hour's reading. A week later the number
of items had gdropped to eight and two, and three months later o six
on the multiple-choice iest and one on the translation test. This study
showed that a small but significant amount of vocabulary can be
learnad from one graded reader, but that this knowledge will drop
away if it is not strengthenad by later encounters with the words.

It is thus important to realize that the vocabulary learning benefits
from extensive reading are of at least two kinds. One involves gaining
some knowledge of previously unknown words, and the other
involves snriching and strengihening knowledge of words that have
been met before. This strengthening sffect is probably the more
important of the two bengfits. 1 is also clear from this study that it is
important that an extensive reading program should involve a lot of
reading. Some research has calculated that this should be at least
one graded reader every one or two weeks (Nation and Wang, 1999).
So, aven though the vocabulary gains frem reading one graded read-
er may be small, these gains accumulate and are strengthened in a
long-term program. For this kind of learning to occur, the new vocab-
ulary in a reader shouid not make up more than five percent - two
percent of the running words (Hu and Nation, 2000). That is, there
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should be less than one unknown word in every 20, ideally, one
unknown word in every 50 running words.

There is also evidence that an extensive reading program can
result in control of the grammatical features of the language. This evi-
dence comes from the “Book Flood” ressarch which we will discuss
fater in this ariicle.

Ideas Learning Goals

There has not been much ressarch specifically focused on learning
ideas from extensive reading. This is possibly because extensive
reading programs typically invcive reading fiction texts where enjoy-
ment is the focus rather than learning new ideas. Some studies have
looked at whether extensive reading is enjoyable for learners, These
studies have shown generally positive results, Certainly the skilis and
ianguage knowledge gained from extensive reading will help with
reading and gaining knowledge in content areas.

Skill Learning Goals

In the Book Flood studies (Elley, 1991; Elley and Mangubhai,
1981), three quarters of a regular EFL program was spant on exten-
sive reading. This involved three out of the four hours a week devoted
to English. A farge number of appropriate, interesting and attractive
books were made available for learners to read, and the teacher
modeled and encouraged the reading. Learners read individually and
at their own speed, choosing the books that interested them. The
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main idea behind the Book Flood studies was that high interest, mes-
sage-focused input would result in large amounts of different kinds of
learning. These studies have supported this idea with spectacular
results. in the early Book Flocd study in Fiji, learners made 15 months
progress in nine months compared to those who continued with the
regular taught program. A year later, these gains were still maintained.

In the Book Flood studies, the measurement of learning was not
limited to reading but also included tests of aral language and writing.
Other studies have also found a positive effect on writing.

It has been suggested ihat there should be two strands to an
extensiva reading program. One of these would focus on providing
opportunity to learn language items such as vocabulary and gram-
mar, and to develop strategies like gusssing from coniext. n this
strand, only a small proportion of the language features wouid be
outside the learners’ previous knowledge. This reading should still be
enjoyable and not involve a lot of dictionary use or assistance from
the teacher.

The other strand would focus on flusncy, helping learners make
the best use of what they already know. In this strand, learners
should be reading books that are well within their knowledge. They
should not contain unfamiliar vocabulary or grammatical patterns. if a
vocabulary test reveals that learners should be reading at Level 3 in
the other strand of the course, then they should be reading books at
Lavels 1 and 2 in the fluency strand. Rareacling books that they have
read before is also a good thing to do in this strand, The purpose of
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this strand is {o develop speed of access to known language items
and to strangthen and speed up reading skills. In many courses this
strand is often neglected with the result that learners never get very
good at using what they know. The small ameunt of research on the
effects of extensive reading on reading fluency development indicates
thai extensive reading does improve fluency. If there was a specifically
focused fluency development strand, this should have a striking effect
on reading fluency as studies of second language speed reading pro-
grams using short texts have shown a strong effect (West, 1855;
Bismoko and Nation, 1974}).

The Book Flood studies and athers like them were set up with the
idea that most of the language course should involve extensive read-
ing. However, there is plenty of evidence that the direct study and
teaching of language features, and learning through oral skills and
writing have very important contriputions to make in a language
course. An extensive reading program is an essentiali component in 2
well designed course, but it should not eccupy more than about 20
percent of the time spent on the course, both in and out of class.

The Benefits of Extensive Reading

We have looked at the benefits of extensive reading across a
range of goals and have noted that for most of these there is
research evidence testifying to the positive effects. The quality and
quantity of these effects depend strongly on the use of interesting
and engaging reading material at a suitaicle level and on substaniial
amounis of reading.
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When the language, ideas and skills bansfits of extensive reading
are alt considered, then it is clear that an exiensive reading program
can make a very substantial contribution to a language program.
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