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A Book is a Garden in
your Pocket: Extensive
Reading in English

by Ronan Brown

Reading a good book in English is a pleasure
that students might not expect to enjoy until they
have reached an advanced level. But they would
be wrong. The Extensive Reading (ER) Program
on the 4™ floor of the library contains a collection
of graded readers and a set of full, unadapted texts
that allow students at all levels to experience the
satisfaction of reading comfortably in English.

Comprising 875 titles, of which there are multiple
copies, the collection now holds 4,250 books in a
variety of fiction genres spread across 8 levels of
difficulty. By selecting and reading books at their
current ability level, students have at their disposal
an extremely versatile resource for developing
reading fluency and enhancing overall language
competence.

The ER Program has been used very successfully
by English language and literature majors at Seinan
to support and supplement classroom studies. It
provides an ideal resource for extending contact
with English outside of class. Moreover, reading
widely provides further contextualization of language
previously met in the classroom, thereby facilitating
acquisition. ER also provides students with a positive
individual learning experience. Such reading is
a wonderful way for students to improve English
enjoyably in their own time and at their own pace.

ER means reading widely and in quantity. It also
means reading for global understanding, not reading
intensively for detail. Having determined their
personal, current reading level, i.e., when their
book contains no more than 2 or 3 unknown words
per page, students can easily attain an adequate
reading speed of 125 words per minute or more.

Content and genre are just as important as level.
Although adapted versions of literary classics such
as The Scarlet Letter, Rebecca and Anna Karenina are
still widely read, other more contemporary literary
genres are becoming popular. Examples of these
genres are: Business World with titles such as Women
in Business, Management Gurus and The Story of the
Internet; True Stories such as Grace Darling, Cry

Freedom and The Double Helix; Animal Stories such
as Ring of Bright Water, Island of Blue Dolphins and
The Horse Whisperer; and Crime & Mystery titles
such as those written by John Grisham and Steven
King. Other popular genres are Adventure, Romance,
Thriller, Human Interest, Social Issues, Horror,
Science Fiction, Fantasy and Biography. Thus,
students have a wide selection to choose from.

Research into ER has repeatedly shown that there
are considerable educational benefits. Studies have
established gains in overall language development
and vocabulary growth. There have been positive
effects on motivation and reading confidence.
Writing and spelling have similarly improved.
There is also evidence of enhanced oral proficiency.
Furthermore, by reading large amounts of easy
language, students are better able to develop the
smooth eye movements necessary for fluent reading.

In conclusion, it is worth reviewing are some of
the advantages of reading fiction in English. First,
knowledge of the world presented in fiction is shared
across cultures; everyone knows about romance,
adventure, and crime because they are part of the
human condition. Second, there is an infinite variety
of settings, characters, plots, and themes, so no
two stories are the same. Third, romances, come-
dies, and thrillers may provide a welcome change
from the many non-fiction texts on the curriculum.
Fourth, fiction discusses important contemporary
issues, e.g., love, marriage, the environment,
racial prejudice, moral integrity, etc.

Finally, theinnate desire to discover what happens
next is the perfect stimulus to read for meaning
without concentrating on the text, thus allowing

students to absorb the language unconsciously.
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