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Although empirical studies support extensive reading (ER) as
a method of reading instruction, instructors often let students
choose what they want to read. Thus, instructors do not exer-
cise any control over the difficulty level of students’ reading
materials. The present study attempts to address this issue by
setting restrictions on students’ choice of reading materials.
Forty-two third-year Japanese university students participated
in this one-semester study. The first group (free-reading group)
was permitted to read books of any length, whereas the sec-
ond group (restricted-reading group) had to choose books of
at least 1,000 words in length. The findings revealed that both
groups read a similar number of books over the same peri-
od of time. However, the restricted-reading group read more
words than the free-reading group. Comments from the stu-
dents revealed their positive attitudes toward and enjoyment
of ER. Pedagogical implications are also considered in terms
of the implementation of ER.
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tional contexts, a lack of English language input

represents one of the major obstacles in devel-
oping and maintaining English proficiency (Shiki,
2011; Takase, 2010). To overcome this difficulty,
many instructors utilize extensive reading (ER) both
in and outside the classroom to develop students’
proficiency. ER is defined as “reading in quantity and
in order to gain a general understanding of what is
read. It is intended to develop good reading habits,
to build up knowledge of vocabulary and structure,
and to encourage a liking for reading” (Richards &
Schmidt, 2002, pp. 193-194). Many empirical studies
in second language acquisition also support the use

I n English as a Foreign Language (EFL) educa-

of ER as a pedagogical method to increase reading
speed and reading comprehension (e.g., Beglar, Hunt,
& Kite, 2012; McLean & Rouault, 2017; Nakanishi &
Ueda, 2011). Furthermore, there have been numerous
researchers who have written about the benefits and
management of ER (Day & Bamford, 1998; Nakanishi
& Ueda, 2011; Nuttall, 2005).

The availability and choice of books to read are
important components of ER and also have been
addressed in studies. When conducting ER, Day
and Bamford (2002) wrote that when a variety of
reading materials are available on a wide range
of topics at different levels of linguistic difficulty,
students should choose what they want to read,
and read unassisted. In the same line of thought,
Asraf and Ahmad (2003) wrote that students should
be given an opportunity to choose books that they
prefer. They also stated that “it is thus important
that teachers be sensitive to their students’ affec-
tive state and conduct their English classes in a
relaxed and supportive atmosphere, especially when
it comes to extensive reading, which is aimed at
having students read extensively for pleasure” (p.
98). Many researchers seem to accept as a rule that
students must choose their own books with ER, but
this belief is based on very little empirical evidence.

In the previous literature on ER, Day and Bam-
ford (1998) recommended that reading materials
be well within the linguistic competence level of
the students. In terms of the levels of books, this
could be a way to handle ER. Nakanishi and Ueda
(2011) described the way that instructors dealt with
in-class ER for students. They brought short books
first so that it was not demanding for students to
begin reading. Gradually, longer texts were intro-
duced, which is a typical example of how ER is
conducted. In many cases, however, instructors let
students choose whatever they wanted to read, with
no control over reading levels. It remains unclear
whether letting students choose the difficulty levels
of their own books would lead to more student
reading. Thus, the present study attempts to fill this
gap by setting restrictions on students’ choice of
reading materials and their difficulty levels.
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Research Questions

The purpose of the present study was to investi-
gate the participants’ perceptions of restrictions on
their choice of reading material. The following two
research questions were thus posed:

RQ1 Are there any differences in ER outcomes
between a group without any restrictions
on reading material and a group with
restrictions?

RQ2 What are the perceptions of ER among

students without restrictions on reading

material and those with restrictions?

Method
Participants

Forty-two third-year Japanese university students
majoring in economics participated in this one-se-
mester study. The classes began at the beginning

of April, ended at the end of July, and met 15 times
throughout one semester. Two intact classes that
had been sorted according to TOEIC scores partici-
pated. The first group (free-reading group) consisted
of 25 students with TOEIC scores ranging from 520
to 555. The second group (restricted-reading group)
consisted of 17 students with TOEIC scores ranging
from 560 to 825. Table 1 shows the means and stan-
dard deviations for the TOEIC scores of each group.
There were three students who had high scores in
the restricted-reading group: Two had scores of
705 and 750 respectively, and one had a score of
825, resulting in a large SD. All participants attend-
ed only one English class per week, which was a
content-based academic reading and writing class
focused on developing critical reading and thinking
skills. The same instructor taught both of the two
classes the same way. The only difference was ER
input, which is described in detail below.

Instruments

M-Reader

Tagane, Naganuma, and Dougherty (2018) iden-
tified several types of academic dishonesty in ER

through student interviews. One of the types
they discussed involved students reading only the
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beginning and end of a book or skimming a book
by trying to get an overall idea of the story when
writing a book report. M-Reader (www.mreader.
org) was chosen because it could be a beneficial way
to prevent this kind of dishonesty. M-Reader is a
free online tool that allows teachers to manage ER
classes. It features quiz functions that test students’
understanding of the books they read. They need

to receive a certain percentage of correct answers
to receive a pass status, which enables their book to
be counted as read. Therefore, students have to read
the entire book to achieve a high score in M-Reader.

Questionnaire

A short questionnaire was created to investigate the
students’ perceptions of and reactions to ER. There
were five items on the questionnaire:

1. Did you enjoy extensive reading?
(BmEEELOELIZM)

2. Do you think your reading speed and under-
standing of English books increased as a result
of extensive reading?

(HEFEDOARZFOBRO ALY — RPEfFEE LM L
LRECETD)

3. Do you want to continue to read in English?
(TRBIGEORZFATLNEZT VKT D)

4. How did you feel about the freedom to choose
books?
(FOBRDIFENBNZEITDWTESIK U EL=
)

5. How did you feel about extensive reading in
general?

(eI T 2R AZMMETZEN)

The above five items were asked only to the
free-reading group. When given to the restrict-
ed-reading group, item 4 was changed to “How
did you feel about the restriction of choosing only
books with more than 1,000 words?” (78 F2D 1,000
FELL EOBEIZDNTIL, EDKUE LD, The ques-
tionnaire was administered in Japanese at the end
of the spring semester during the final 15 minutes
of regular class time and collected at the end of the
class.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the TOEIC Scores for the Two Groups

Groups N M (min, max) SD SE Skewness Kurtosis
Free-reading 25 540.20 (520, 555) 10.94 2.19 -0.55 -0.61
Restricted-reading 17 620.88 (560, 825) 74.12 17.98 1.79 2.73
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Procedure

Both the free-reading group (n = 25) and the
restricted-reading group (n = 17) engaged in in-
class ER for 10 minutes at the beginning of class
every week. Students were allowed to bring books
from the school library or to borrow from the
books brought by the instructor. Each book had

a sticker describing how many words the book
contained, which helped the students when they
were choosing a book. The only distinction among
the two groups was that the free-reading group
was supposed to start with easier books, where-

as the restricted-reading group had to choose
books with more than 1,000 words. Nation (2015)
suggests that learners engaged in ER should know
at least 98% of the words in the text. The present
study was exploratory and aimed to investigate the
nature of ER. Therefore, this suggestion was not
strictly followed.

The students were given the goal of reading
30,000 words and 20 or more books by the end
of the semester. The goal for the word count and
number of books was set because in the past, some
students read only two books that resulted in over
30,000 words. Thus, it was necessary to establish
both the word count and the number of books.
Students were also encouraged to read outside of
class to reach the target. To ensure that the stu-
dents were reading as they reported, M-Reader was
required to monitor their reading and used to keep
reading logs.

Student progress was checked by the instructor
at the end of every month to facilitate and moni-
tor students’ reading progress and frequency. The
instructor reported who had reached the target and
announced the top three students to the class to en-
courage further reading at the end of every month.

Preliminary Analyses

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to
evaluate the differences in the English proficiency
levels of the students in the two groups. To check
the assumptions, Levene’s test indicated that the
equality-of-variance assumption was violated. The ¢
value did not assume equal variance, t(16.48) = 4.46,
p < .01, meaning that the two groups were statis-
tically different before the study began in terms of
their TOEIC scores. For this study it was unavoid-
able that the two groups differed in proficiency.

Results
Extensive Reading Progress

Tables 2 and 3 show the students’ reading prog-

ress in each group and summarizes the number of
books and words read at the end of each month.
For example, in Table 2, Student 1 read 20 books
and 39,088 words by the end of May. As is evident
from both tables, the highest achievers started out
by reading a large number of books and words, but
the students at the bottom of the table needed to be
encouraged.

)

L

Table 2. Free-Reading Group Progress

" May June July 3L>
=R o (,, ” v =
I B B B B E
- = e = A = >
1 20 39,088 3 11,002 0 0 n
2 35 40,077 3 4,345 0 0

3 11 22154 5 11,022 1 789 —
4 11 24424 7 5775 4 3,530 C
5 15 19891 4 13654 0 0 E
6 12 11,988 7 14,495 2 6,650 m
7 20 15402 17 17,261 0 0 g
8 9 16,090 14 15,893 2 06306 %2
9 17 18,027 5 13,370 0 0

10 22 12,228 14 10,266 8 8,506 —
11 13 12,764 10 10538 5 7,292

12 11 24868 6 3914 6 1,767

13 22 15257 10 12,596 4 2337

14 17218 2 785 1 5,054

15 12,708 2 16,396 2 968

16 13,109 0 0 1 9,614

17 16 10,003 9 8180 1 2200

18 1 324 0 0 3 13,546
19 2 6428 1 6,390 0 0

20 6 3,506 0 0 4 5,345

21 7 4630 4 298 1 806

22 0 0 1 74 2 6,050

23 3 2,112 0 0 0

24 3 757 0 2 365

25 0 0 0 0 O
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Table 3. Restricted-Reading Group Progress
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82,330 words, respectively. Table 4 shows, however,
that both groups read a similar number of books (M

" May June July =24.11n the free-reading group, and M = 25.5 in the
s " " " " v restricted-reading group) by the end of the semes-
%:j & 'g & Fg <4 Tg ter. The only difference was the number of words
& R = 2 = 2 = read, resulting from the restriction that students
in the restricted-reading group had to read longer
1 13 101520 5 30,849 2 7589  pooks.
2 32 63,131 6 14,087 2 5,112
3 14 48219 6 7222 6 24330 Questionnaire Results. '
Table 5 shows the questionnaire results for the first
4 11 32412 8 19,342 5 17,274 three questions. The results indicated that most
students in each group enjoyed ER and noticed
5 20 38869 2 8273 2 10,009 some improvement in their reading speed and un-
6 14 36532 3 8118 6 10732 derstanding of English books. Consequently, most
of them expressed that they wanted to continue to
7 15 30,878 5 11588 1 1422 read in English. Because ER was a required course
objective, they had to do it whether they liked it or
8 35 33101 O 0 6 10,640 not. However, the results indicated the students’
9 13 24940 3 2013 8 14,613 positive attitudes toward ER.
105 9574 13 22,061 4 9962 Table 5. Results of the First Three Questionnaire Items
24 4151 0 0 0 0 Free-reading Restricted-reading
12 11 23047 5 7406 6 10,722 Yes(%) No(%) Yes(%) No (%)
13 17 19311 9 16497 3 5,147 Q1 20 (80) 5(20) 15 (88) 2(12)
14 12 19653 4 4034 10 13455
Q2 20 (80) 5(20) 14(82) 3(18)
15 12 20111 5 9887 4 6477
16 16 17465 5 10914 6 7,152 Q3 2288 30y 13O 404
17 18 28,771 2 2,690 0 0

To better compare the data, the same number of
students (the top 17) were taken from each group,
as shown in Table 4. Looking at only Tables 2 and
3, it appears that students in the restricted-reading
group read much more than the other group, given
that the top two students read 139,958 words and

Table 4. Group Comparison of Top 17 Students

The last two questionnaire items were open-end-
ed questions, which asked the free-reading group
about their opinions on the freedom to choose
books and the restricted-reading group about their
opinions on the restriction to books with more than
1,000 words. Finally, the last question asked both
groups about their general opinions of ER. Reveal-
ing and informative comments including positive

Groups May June July Total
Books Words Books Words Books Words Books Words
Free (M) 14.82 19135.06  6.94 10386.06  2.18 2902.53 24.00  32423.65
(SD) 748 8841.50 4.80 4839.06 240 3282.04 1040 6739.84
Restricted (M)  16.59 34650.29  4.76 1034594  4.18 9096.24  25.53 54092.47
(SD) 7.61 2152942 3.23 8245.82 2.81 6257.10 6.16 26830.74
Note:n=17.
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and negative responses were selected for inclusion
and translated into English for this manuscript.

For the free-reading group, the majority of
students (88%) answered that they liked having the
freedom to choose their own books. Some com-
ments included: “It was good to have the freedom
to choose books, and it was nice to know my level.”
“By starting from a very easy level of books, I felt it
was a bit difficult to move to the next level.” “Since
there was no restriction, 1 chose some books that
were also movies so that I was familiar with the sto-
ries.” “With the freedom to choose what 1 wanted, 1
tended to only read easier books.”

Regarding the restricted-reading group, the re-
sults were mixed. A few students expressed feeling
limited by the rule, but at the same time, others
expressed a sense of enjoyment when reading more
demanding books. Some comments included the
following: “Because of the rule of choosing books
with more than a 1,000-word count, 1 really felt lim-
ited in my choice of books.” “It was tough to choose
books under that condition.” “The rule seemed to
work for me.” “If I read an easy book, there may not
be much of a story, so 1 like to read books with a
certain amount of words.” “The rule did not bother
me.” “1 thought it was difficult at first, but I began to
realize that reading books with less than a 2,000-
word count was not that hard for me.”

With respect to ER in general, as shown in Table
5, many students seemed to enjoy ER and felt some
improvement in their reading speed and under-
standing of English books in both groups. Specifi-
cally, the students wrote the following comments:
“A little bit of pressure to read helps.” “I think my
reading speed and understanding of English books
improved, but it was hard to meet the target.” “1
liked the fact that 1 could choose books I like.” “It
gave me a good opportunity to read English books
for the first time.” There were some comments
about the use of M-Reader as well: “1 felt a sense of
disappointment when reading a book that was not
listed in M-Reader.”

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study investigated whether there were
any differences between a free-reading group and a
restricted-reading group in a university EFL class,
as well as students’ perceptions of ER in general
and restricted-ER specifically. Regarding the two
research questions, the results indicated that both
groups read a similar number of books over the
same period. However, due to the restriction of
choosing books with more than 1,000 words, the
restricted-reading group read more words than the

free-reading group. Comments from the students

revealed their positive attitudes toward and enjoy-
ment of ER. The findings of the present study can

be summarized in the following two points:

1. Based on the results of the questionnaire, most
students were not bothered by having a restric-
tion on the choice of books. A few students
expressed the feeling of limitation due to the
fact they had difficulty of finding books because
of the rule. However, most students liked the
idea of having to choose more difficult books.

2. The restricted-reading group generally ap-
peared to not have trouble starting the term
by reading more difficult (in this case, longer)
books. Thus, it was not necessary to make them
begin with shorter books. This could help them
to read more in the long run.

It is intriguing to note that all the students in
the restricted-reading group reached the target
0f 30,000 words and 20 books. However, in the
free-reading group, only 15 students read more than
30,000 words and only 13 students out of 25 read
more than 20 books. This is interesting in light
of the fact that they were able to start with easier
(shorter) books. Requiring students to read longer
books might encourage them to read more and thus
reach their reading goal more easily. Although the
focus of this study was not to discuss proficiency, it
should also be noted again that the restricted-read-
ing group had higher TOEIC scores at the outset of
the study, which might be a possible confounding
variable. Furthermore, using similar proficiency
groups might produce contrasting outcomes. Thus,
proficiency level should be controlled in future
research. Notwithstanding, if the evidence is sup-
ported, this increased amount of text should lead to
more gains. Yamashita (2015) reinforces this idea in
the following claim:

ER is reading for pleasure. Only when people en-
joy reading, do they continue to read for its own
reward. Research shows that pleasure not only
motivates readers but also has positive effects on
their cognitive functioning and conceivably fa-
cilitates comprehension and learning. All these
things contribute, in turn, to large quantities of
reading. (p. 173)

Consistent with the assertion made by Yamashita
in the above quote, the results of the present study
seem to indicate that if students enjoy reading, this
could lead to a larger quantity of reading. As we
can see in a comment from a student, “If 1 read an
easy book, there may not be much of a story.” In
my experience with ER instruction throughout the
years, for university students with a certain level of

)
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English proficiency books need to be intellectually
stimulating. Longer texts might better provide this
stimulation, which could lead to more reading.
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