Foreign Language |
The Electronic Journal for English as a Second Language

TESL-E] ‘e

May 2018 — Volume 22, Number 1
An Introduction to Online Sites for Extensive Reading

* % % On the Internet * * *

Thomas Robb

Kyoto Sangyo University

Chair, The Extensive Reading Foundation
<tomrobb@gmail.com>

Introduction

Extensive reading (ER) is sometimes half-jokingly called "expensive reading" since it has
mainly been implemented with graded readers offered by the many publishers of ELT
material. Graded readers are termed as such because the text has been carefully edited to
bring down the complexity of both the vocabulary and syntax to a level where English
learners can access the text without spending time looking up words and puzzling over the
grammar. This allows them to read quickly, since another tenet of the extensive reading
approach is that complete comprehension is not required.

This article is a compendium of sites that are possible for students and teachers to use for ER
although at times the texts might be less than ideal. They might be short in length, not
carefully graded, or not have topics that would appeal to your students. This is clearly not an
exhaustive listing and is not intended to be a thorough review. It's a smorgasbord from which
you and your students can pick and choose. The author would be happy to hear of other useful
sites and will add suitable ones to a listing available at the Extensive Reading Foundation's
website, http://erfoundation.org

Students, regardless of nationality, are generally notorious for shunning outside assignments
unless the teacher has some means of keeping them accountable. Each site below mentions
whether some logging system exists or whether the instructor will need to devise some sort of
report mechanism to ensure accountability.

What is "Extensive Reading"?

As the name says, the students must read extensively, by which we mean much more than
most students would normally do in an intensive reading approach that focuses on new
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grammar and vocabulary and aims at full comprehension. While this is clearly needed, in
most schools it tends to comprise the bulk of time spent on reading instruction.

Ideally, these other elements should be present as illustrated in Figure 1.

o Students read a large volume of material, perhaps 10 times or 100 times more words
than they encounter in their intensive reading.

e The material should be enjoyable so that students will want to read more.

e In order to ensure the above, a variety of material should be available so that
students can choose readings that interest them.

e The material needs to be easy to read, so that the students are not bogged down
decoding the language so that ...

e They can read quickly with a reasonable level of comprehension without recourse to
their dictionary.

o Extensive reading is not intended to supplant intensive reading, but aims to reach a
balance between the two. Intensive reading is traditionally done in class, although
homework assignments are a frequent component. On the other hand, since there
usually is not sufficient time for students to read a large volume of material
independently during class time, students should be required ideally to read outside of
class.
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Sites with graded reading material

ER Central
http://er-central.com

This is a complete site, with free reading and listening texts from those for absolute beginners,
to a few with 8000 headwords. This is great news for teachers who are searching for texts to
bridge the gap between most graded readers and texts for native speakers. Most GR series end
at around 3000 headwords. Teachers can track their students’ reading progress and there are
optional quizzes. Very useful.

It also sports a tool (Figure 6) that allows teachers to check the less common words in the text
and edit the reading down to their students' level. You simply paste your text into the tool’s
window, set your parameters, such as the frequency list to be used and the rough number of
words your students already know, and it will flag those outside of that range. You can then
re-word those sections in your original document and paste it in once again to check the
results.
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Register as a Student or Teacher/Contributor | How
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Welcome to Extensive Reading Central.
Learn words, Read and Listen in English for FREE!

Read

v~ 1000's of easy texts
v~ 20 Levels

v~ Speed reading practice
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Malcolm X was one of America's most important black activists who
helped blacks become free of hundreds of years being second
citizens
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Malcolm X
- By ESL Garden

Malkolm X was a famous black leader. He was bors in 1925 with the name Malcolm Little. His
father was 2 peeacher, who believed that black people should have the same rights as white people.
HHis father also wanted black people 10 live only with other black people. Many white poople in bis
city were afraid of this preacher. Makoolm Linde's fadher was killed when Maloolm wis very yousg.
Then, the state said his mother was crary, and made bor 20 10 a hospisal

Whes bhe was young mas , Maloolm Listle sold drugs , gambled , and siole . He weet 10 jail for 6
yeans when be was 20, The jail had a big libeary , and be read almont every book in it , He copied
every woed from a dctiosary 10 teach himself wring and vocabalary . Maloolm Linle became a

Figure 5
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Deepen your Students' English Ability with Extensive Reading
These days, most teachers have heard the term “Extensive Reading” but many are unsure of exactly what it is and whether it Out of Level -
is worth the efiort to use this approach with their students. This article will assure you that Extersive Reading ("ER" forshort) | word Level Frequ
is a highly effective way to improve your students’ overall English ability, will outline the basic concepts behind the approach = =
intensive 6 1
and provide you with the basic resources %o give it a try
Extersive Reading - The basic definition vocabulary Li 1
As can be imagined by the name, “Extersive Reading” means to “read a lot”, but how much is "2 lot*? Often it is contrasted comprehensi 2
with “intensive Reading™ which is how reading is taught in most classes around the world: Students study short teats, learn on
the new bt yand g ad then % to understand the tet sentence by sentence, aiming for full multiphy 6 1
sicn when they are done, Of course, this is a valsable, time-tested way for students to slowly improve their TOTAL s
English atslity, and works to some extent if they are aiming to pass a high stakes examination where reading comprehersion
is 2 central item 1o be tested, Sacly, however, this approach often comprises 90% or more of their time spent reading, and Out of List -
results in them having read perhaps fewer than 20,000 words of text over the course of an entire year! Word Freqe
[xteraive Reading, on the other hand, aims to multiply the that the stud read by %, 10 or more times. Some
classes that use this approach have studients who have read 500,000 or even 1,000,000 words in the same pericd of time, decpen 1
wnsure 1
or 1
sadly 1
TOTAL .
Figure 6
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Voice of America -- Learning English Videos
https://learningenglish.voanews.com/

While this is billed as a "video site" all of the videos are accompanied by the full transcript
and downloadable audio. Difficult words are defined and in bold in the transcript. It would be
quite reasonable to assign one topic of the student's choice to do prior to each class lesson.
Since the emphasis here is on ER, you might ask them to read the transcript first, then watch
the video, and then perhaps listen to the audio with or without the transcript. Ask your
students which ordering works best for them. Since usage is not logged, you will want your
students to record what they have watched, perhaps with a brief one-line comment. Figure 7
shows a recent view of the VoA top page.

. Laerning f v o o Q uncuaces

LETSLEARNENGUSH1 LET'SLEARNENGUSH2 LEVEL] LEVEL2 LEVELY VIDEO USCONSTITUTION PEOPLEINAMERICA MORE =

Level Two Stories About Level Two

Lovel Two articies are meant for infermediate loamers of
American English

Storias are affen more than 500 words in length.

Stories may include audio from nowsmakers.

Some may use more complex sentences or language.
There may be a quiz o test your understanding.

Now words are explained in the Words in This Story aroa
at the battom of the article.

Words and Their Stories
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Former Sudanese ‘Lost Boy' Helps Other ~ Buddhist Festival in Thailand Celebrates
Refugees Boys as ‘Princes’

Figure 7

Voice of America - Audio with transcripts
http://www.manythings.org/k/reading.html

The Voice of America created a series of broadcasts in "Special English" on a wide variety of
topics concerning America. While these are accessible from VOA with difficulty, Charles and
Larry Kelly (Nagoya, Japan) have harvested the audio and texts and presented them on their
"Many Things" site in nicely categorized lists. There are individual lists for animals, health,
history, people and a number of other categories. The material is wonderful, but there is no
logging of the students' accesses, so the instructor will need to create a mechanism for
students to keep track of their study. Figure 8 shows just the top of a very long list of
biographies further categorized by each individual's realm of activity.
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Stories About People (Biographies)

Text & MP3 Files

Theme are 265 fiMoen-minute MP3 fies and 11 shorer MP3 files. That is about 66 hours of kstening

Activists & People Important to Social Reform
4 Women's Rights
o Cesar Chavez - Labor Activist
Jlass - Afrcan-Americans's Rights
Activist, Writer, Mol Thinker Ang Economist
¢ « Lad the Fight for Birth Control for Women

o Martin Luther Xing, Jr. - Part 1- Afrcan-Americans's Rghts

sa Parks - - African-Amenicans's Rights
The Grand Old Man of Labor
horty - Women's Rights
s - African-Amencans's Rights

¢ Note: Many people ¥sted in other CRGOIS Were als0 activises

Figure 8

Project Gutenberg
http://gutenberg.org

The late Michael Hart, founder of Project Gutenberg (in 1971) was the author of the first "On
the Internet" article, in_Volume 1, Issue 1 of TESL-EJ. Since then, the project has grown from
around 100 texts to over 56,000 according to their current top page. The texts are in the
original language, so do not meet some of the criteria for graded, usable ER texts.
Nevertheless, they are copyright free, so teachers can download and adopt them at will,
perhaps employing ER-Central’s Text Helper tool to hunt out and simplify the difficult
vocabulary.
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ReadTheory
https://readtheory.org/

ReadTheory is a free site targeted at American native speaking learners. The site is
"adaptive," displaying texts to the students at whatever level the site determines them to be,
and then increments their level slowly. Each short reading has a single multiple choice
comprehension question. While the site does have a logging system, it is very idiosyncratic.
The students actually have to invite their instructor to view their records rather than the other
way round.

I READTHEORY  seoding ond writng improved. P— Signup Login

Using Peace

Grade3, S8R0 This passage talks mostly about how
Mohandas Gandhi was born in 1869, -

He lived in India. At that time, India was
ruled by England. But the Indian people
did not likke this. They wanted to be free,
and did not like living under the rule of
another country. Gandhi taught the Indian
people how to be free. He taught them
how to fight for their freedom using peace
instead of war. By using peace, the Indian
people gained their freedom. Gandhi system
became a hero to many people, including Dr. Martin Luther King.

A Gandhi grew up
B. England came to rule India

C. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. became
popular

D. India continued to use the caste

E. Gandhi helped the Indian people
Submit

Figure 10

According to promotional material at ReadTheory's web site, the developers invite teachers
to:
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"Accompany your students on a journey through our vast library of reading comprehension
content. ReadTheory's adaptive approach fosters improvement by automatically meeting
learners at their own, individual ability levels. Signup takes seconds and no time is spent
vetting assignments. Progress is shown on an intuitive report, replete with actionable,
meaningful insights. Our program is completely free.

7.4 million students have completed 130 million quizzes on ReadTheory to date."

BBC Learning English
http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningenglish/

BBC Learning English is known for its consistently excellent quality and its stimulating
content. The articles are designed more for listening than reading, but do not have a means for
teachers to track students' access. While the top page is constantly changing, most previous
articles are archived and accessible. Each article has a downloadable audio file (Figure 12),
plus the text of the broadcast as well as one or more activities based on it.

BE o Sipnin Nenu - € Q

LEARNING ENGLISH

INSPIRING LANGUAGE LEARNING SINCE 1943

I

Courses: News Review « Features ~ Search ~

The Grammar Gameshow  The Experiment  News Review Go The Distance  English You Need  Towards Advanced
Upperintermediate  Intermediate  Lower-intermediate  English My Way  Shakespeare Speaks

Unit 1: News Review

How to use the language from the latest news stories

Sessions

Session 1 1acviy
LATEST: It's a boy! Royal baby born
24 APR 2018

The Duchess of Cambridge has given birth %o a baby boy. The prince is ffth in line o the
British throne. Neil and Dan teach you the language the world's media is using o discuss
this story.

Figure 11
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Episodes to download

It's a boy! Royal baby born

LAST TUESDAY

Neil and Dan explain the language used to
discuss the new royal

& Download

Enzyme could break down plastic

WED 18 APR 2018

Dan and Catherine teach you the language the world's media is using to
discuss this story

& Download

Facebook CEO admits failings
TUE 10 APR 2018
Zuckerberg admits Facebook didn't do enough to prevent data misuse.

& Download

Figure 12
Adult Learning Activities by the California Distance Learning Project

http://www.cdlponline.org/index.cfm

While this project is no longer active, the material that was developed is still maintained
through a grant from the U.S. Department of Education. The material is targeted at American
ESL students, so there may be topics that might be irrelevant to students in other regions. No
logging system is available. Figure 13 shows just one of the many categories on the site.

Story List
Select the name of the story you want to read, or pick another topic.
* Bad Fish to be Destroyed * Historic Letters Get Responses
* Body Scan ® Hurricanes Could Be Caused by Warm Weather
e Burning Wood Bad for the Air * Man Coughs Up Nail
o California Toxic Spill e Nature Sounds
e Californians Want to Fight Global Warming ® Nuclear Scientists
e Cancer Center Announces Expansion * Organ Donations
o Cell Phone Safet e Parents Warned About Technology and Drug Use
e Companies Charged to Send E-Mail * Photographers Gather at Yosemite
e Company Offers Eye Care to Hurricane Victims * Ready, Click, Spend!
e Computer Virus e Ruling by the Courts
o Computers in the Classroom * Save the Forest
e Council May Purchase Needles * Sensible Driving Can Save Fuel
e County Starts Using Electric Buses * Smokers Have New Way to Quit
* DNA Solves Very Old Murder * Snow Levels Are Just Average
* Do you ChaCha? e Some New Cars Save Gas
* Donor Needed for Bab ¢ Student on Trial for Changing Grades
e Earthquake Could be Worse than Hurricane ¢ Students and Satellites
e Earthquake Exhibit at Now Open at State Capitol ¢ T-Rex
e Fast Car * Video Games
® Film Made About UFQ's * Volcano by the Sea
* Google It! * Voting Machines Go Through More Testing
* High Seas o World's Largest Motorcycle
Figure 13

TESL-EJ 22.1, May 2018 Extensive Reading/Robb 10



Time for Kids
https://www.timeforkids.com/

The articles on this site, by the publishers of Time Magazine, are graded by U.S. elementary
school grade levels, but each specific article has a dropdown menu with three choices of
reading level, as measured in Lexiles, as can be seen in Figure 14, below. These samples were
extracted from "Kids of Kakuma" for grades 3 & 4, as it appeared on April 20, 2018. The
current articles are free, but there is a subscription service that offers a weekly print edition
and access to the entire Time Magazine archives.

L540 -- KAKUMA, Kenya — Wild animals roamed at night. But Rose Peter still slept
outside. So did the 19 other children she was with.

L660 -- KAKUMA, Kenya — Wild animals roamed at night. But Rose Peter and the 19
other children she was with still slept outside.

L800 -- KAKUMA, Kenya — Wild animals roamed at night, but Rose Peter and the 19 other
children she was with still managed to sleep in the bush.

Who We Are What We Are Pricing S

Reading Level 820 ¢ Read Alowd En Espafol Print

Health | The Human Body

The Best Medicine
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Figure 14
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Wikipedia in Simple English
https://simple.wikipedia.org/

-

“ ) —e T

3

\.‘-llyrl"l-‘vl.l'\ y y
WeLcoME TO WiIKIrEDIA

Abeut Wikipedis Sclocted article

.. T BT g F T Bt Lngiet Whigeda S RGedal ae et = e - T he SEDeTee

Fer. e e ete e e el - A e age e e Fowet & 8 W0n Datet £ 8 SO 8§ WG P

— . S et Wi & L e T — % o VNG ol P 9S8! &

PO I A SO e e g g Thes e 1 X0 amoes on e S ey Sut Sull. Jeami

s e B ——— 28408

w3 e Crwane .o aas i v By (T O
s W S P S| Vn. ) G e g

W . Pt B Sy gt WD S il gt W . S W o A wen dupres by Ve Fown. e
" - D, WU Ty S GuAOne e pSuaing eoupdagn

N ety aces
B e L
v ey . - 7 a—

B D e e

rar—encn

o - U e Pages 10 Harn and Mach. TTese DA T S Jeophe e Eagher You

~ Figure 15
Figure 15 shows the top page of Simple English Wikipedia. Many of the articles are written
using the 850-word restricted vocabulary of "Basic English", while others appear to be

written simply by the author's intuitive feeling of what is "simple". Thus the articles are not

finely graded but rather 'laundered' to remove difficult words and syntax. Here is a site where
any teacher can actually contribute new texts, as mentioned in the quotation below from their

top page.
Part of the text in Figure 15 explains how teachers can contribute to the site:

"Wikipedias are places where people work together to write encyclopedias in different
languages. We use Simple English words and grammar here. The Simple English Wikipedia
is for everyone! That includes children and adults who are learning English. There are
133,266 articles on the Simple English Wikipedia. All of the pages are free to use. They have
all been published under both the Creative Commons Attribution/Share-Alike License 3.0 and
the GNU Free Documentation License. You can help here! You may change these pages and
make new pages. Read the help pages and other good pages to learn how to write pages here.
If you need help, you may ask questions at Simple talk."

"When writing articles here:

o Use Basic English vocabulary and shorter sentences. This allows people to
understand normally complex terms or phrases.
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e Write good pages. The best encyclopedia pages have useful, well-written
information.

o Use the pages to learn and teach. These pages can help people learn English.
You can also use them to make a new Wikipedia to help other people.

o Simple does not mean short. Writing in Simple English means that simple
words are used. It does not mean readers want basic information. Articles do
not have to be short to be simple; expand articles, add details, but use basic
vocabulary.

e Bebold! Your article does not have to be perfect, because other editors will fix
it and make it better. And most importantly, do not be afraid to start and make
articles better yourself"

Paid Services

The two paid services mentioned here are ones that I have personally used and feel are a
worthwhile investment.

Raz-Kids
https://www.raz-kids.com/
$109.95 per class.

This site was recommended by some other ESL teachers so I tried it out. My students liked
the readings and could run through a number of them rapidly. It has a gamified atmosphere
and students can listen to the audio of each book, and take a quiz on the content. A "class" can
have up to 36 students. You can swap students in and out at will, although this would
complicate the record-keeping function. There is a 14-day free trial. Many of the readings
repeat at higher levels with more complex language. According to information found on the
website:

"With billions of leveled readers already accessed across the world, Raz-Kids is an award-
winning resource that provides a library of differentiated books at 29 levels of

difficulty [that] students use to practice reading in school, at home, or on the go. Digital and
mobile access means that students get the personalized reading practice they need anytime,
anywhere. And with easy-to-use online controls, teachers can quickly manage and track their
students' reading progress in a matter of minutes.”
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Raz-Kids does offer a special "ELL Edition" tailored to the needs of English learners, most
likely tailored to students in the U.S. and Canada, but in order to use it, each class must
purchase the Raz-Plus version for $199.95 and then an additional $60 per class.

Xreading.com
https://xreading.com/

Xreading is relatively inexpensive paid service that provides digital graded readers from
many major publishers. It’s the only site that I know of that has readings from multiple
publishers (some of these are listed in Figure 17). The site provides a tracking function that
allows teachers to see their current word count, their reading speed and how well they did on
their post-reading quiz. Audio is also available for most titles. (Disclaimer: The author is a
consultant to this company.)

\¢

B om0
xreading.com .
Ubrary Register About Xreadng
Hundreds of hooks
from major publishers!!

OXFORD ===-° | CAMBRIDGE Compass
UNIVERSITY PRI gmpl UNIVERSITY PRESS Publishing

MILLAN . TAMA
”%?GUAGEHOUSE feEarF'nGa,f\gGE !!,?1

LANGUAGES

Figure 17
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Tracking your Students' Reading

If you are not using graded readers, and the site you are using does not have a
tracking/logging function, then you will likely want to create a system for your students to
reliability report what they have read.

Although you will have to rely on your students’ sense of honesty, you could create a Google
Drive spreadsheet with one tab for each student, where they can fill in the title and source of
the reading, the approximate word count and a brief reaction to the content. You can also
create a “Master tab” with the names (or nicknames) of all of your students in Column “A”
with a link in Column "B" to each student’s total on their personal tab. This would allow you
to quickly review their progress. See a sample here that you can copy.

On the other hand, and if you are using graded readers, here is a viable no-cost solution for
you: MReader.org, created and managed by the author (blush). This site, sponsored by the
Extensive Reading Foundation, offers a highly gamified site where the students take short,
easy quizzes on the books that they have read, receiving the word count and the cover image
of each book on their own home page. One individual at each school registers for a site and
then helps the other instructors create their classes and register their students. Figure 18 shows
a typical student page.

o AT S [———

Books read in this course

Reading Report For: Sakata, Mizuki

KSU ER Info Don't show my name fo other students
Don't show book covers © Show this name to other students:  Maud Sakata Send progress noifications to my Facebook account
Cate Publisher Book title Level Sunus Words Total werds
20 Oct 2014 Owford Bookworms Too OMd to Rock and Roll and Other Stories Stage 2 [5) Passed 5310 $310 [_
22 Oex 2014 Ouford Baokwormd The Mystery of Allegra Swage 2 [S) Passed 6115 11425 [:
14 Nov 2014 Oxferd Bookwormrs Red Deg Stage 2 [5) Passed 7662 19087 EL
24 Nov 2014 Oxford Bookworms Veodeo [shand Stage 2 [5) Passed 910 24997 r"‘
13 Dec 2014 Oxford Bookworms Romeo and Jublet Siage 2 [5) Passed 6306 31303 &)
!
6 Jan 2015 Oxford Dookworms Love Story Stage 1 (6) Passed 5945 7248 ‘
-_.i | -
Total words read in this course: 37248 Total words read in all courses: 423558 _:]
il.. IC]
0 s ] 15 20 28 » 3s @ 45 2 I
Your current level: § Lo

You can take a quiz now.
Select the book that you want to take a quiz on:

fTo find a book, put a keyword from the title here! Search
Figure 18
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Conclusion

While many readers prefer paper-based books, particularly for school or work-related reading,
many people have found that digital media works fine for pleasure reading, where no notes
are needed and no books are despoiled with dog-eared pages. We will surely see even more
suitable e-material come down the pike in the near future which can be used by our students
for extensive reading. The main challenges are to 1) find material that is suitable for the level
and preferred topics of our students and 2) finding a way of keeping track of what they have
read that does not increase the burden on us already too-busy teachers. This article has noted
how both these issues are addressed through the sites discussed here.

© Copyright rests with authors. Please cite TESL-EJ appropriately.
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