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Abstract

Learner autonomy, and giving students the ability to select their own learning materials
as a way to encourage them to take charge of their own learning, is now a major focus in
education (Ellis & Sinclair, 1989). However, students may not always feel confident
making selections that were once made by their classroom teachers. The authors analyzed
data from student surveys to determine possible factors that contribute to and influence
students’ graded reader selections. Results indicate that although some learners are able
to make selections that meet their expectations, there are almost as many who are
struggling to do so. In this report, the authors’ aim is to offer suggestions as to how
learners can be assisted to improve success in graded reader selection.

Keywords: extensive reading, self-regulated reading, autonomous readers, self-access
learning center, learner autonomy

Extensive reading, or graded reading, is an important reading component for
learners of additional languages. It allows for them to read a variety of genres, read large
amounts of simple text within their current reading ability and for them (as opposed to
the teacher) to choose their own material (Waring, 2000). The latter is important because
encouraging learner autonomy through giving students the opportunity to select their own
learning (reading) materials assigns students an active role in their learning process (Ellis
& Sinclair, 1989). However, choosing books can be daunting and students may often feel
overwhelmed by the choices they are faced with. Furthermore, it is not always apparent
how learners independently approach the task. The purpose of this report is to draw upon
some preliminary research investigating how students select learning materials in order to

help them to do so more efficiently.

Literature Review
Extensive reading is beneficial for learners since it allows them to meet language
in a natural context, helps them to develop reading fluency and speed, assists with

vocabulary attainment and has been shown to increase learner motivation and enjoyment

of reading (ERF, 2011). Furthermore, Day and Bamford (2002) state that by allowing
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learners to select materials that they want to read at their own ability level and that is of
interest to them, learners are able to also increase their reading confidence. However,
Waring (2000) states that in order for reading fluency and confidence to develop, learners
need to read at or below their comfort level. Since selecting material may prove to be a
daunting task, Day and Bamford (2004) recommend that learners use books or magazines
that have been specifically written for language learners at different ability levels. Graded
readers are therefore a suitable choice for language learners. Thus, extensive reading is
often referred to as graded reading (Waring, 2000).

According to the ERF (Extensive Reading Foundation), students are best at
judging their own comfort zone with respect to their level (2011). In fact, in literature
showing how graded readers have been implemented into university level reading/writing
courses in Japan, studies have often focused on the need for learners to make autonomous
choices (Cheetham, Elliot, Harper, & Sato, 2017; Harrold, 2013; O’Loughlin, 2012).
Harrold’s (2013) study indicated that when students self-selected books, they tended to
enjoy them more than the class sets that had previously been assigned by their classroom
teachers. However, even after being given an orientation to graded readers, when given
the power to choose, it remains unclear how learners make decisions when they self-
select books or how they make subsequent choices. This appears to be an important area

to investigate.

Background

Several years ago, an extensive reading program was introduced into the English
and International Communications Department curriculums at a private Japanese
university to help students become more autonomous readers. After an orientation to
graded readers in 2015, we (the authors - two teachers of the course) asked students in
three freshman classes to choose their own graded readers. We limited the students’
choices to graded readers for the following reason: editors and publishers control the
vocabulary and grammar that readers will be exposed to, with higher frequency
vocabulary and a close range of grammar at low levels and lower frequency words and
more complex grammar at higher levels (Lake & Holster, 2014). The importance of
selecting a level that students felt comfortable with was stressed to students in all three

classes since it is unlikely that learners will develop into fluent readers with selections
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that are above their current ability level (Waring, 2000). Students in all three classes were
required to self-select a new book at least every two weeks for a total of five books.
Waring (2000) and Nation (2009) suggest that this is a good timeframe in order for
students to receive enough exposure to sustained reading and repetition of language. To
determine how students felt about the book selections that they were making, students

were asked to complete pre- and post-reading questions.

How Students Viewed Graded Readers
Responses to the research questions (see Appendix) indicated that students
enjoyed the books for several reasons: the books were interesting, easy to summarize, an
enjoyable genre, an appropriate level, or funny, they had an unpredictable ending or
touching scenes, or the students learned new information. Similarly, there were many
reasons given for books that the students did not enjoy: the books were too difficult, too
easy, dark, too long, too short, or not like the students had expected (or not like the

movie), or had disturbing content, a predictable ending, or shallow content.

How Students Made Subsequent Material Choices

Whereas most responses indicated that many students were aware of factors to
consider in making a selection that might better meet their expectations, some responses
indicated that learners were unsure of how to improve their choices.

Examples of criteria that students indicated they would consider when making
subsequent choices were choosing a higher or lower level, trying a new genre, choosing
based on a friend/ learning advisor/ teacher recommendation, or making a selection based
on a story that they were already familiar with or on a movie that they had seen. A unique
idea employed by one student was to look for a popular book based on how many times it
had been borrowed. This approach was taken after two disappointing previous decisions.
In this instance, the student liked the book and, more importantly, had found a suitable
level.

Unfortunately, students did not always take their own advice and ignored the
criteria they had specified for themselves when making their next selection. One student
almost always commented that they would look at the blurb/cover for their next book

selection. However, the student continued to base their choices on familiar stories,

249



SiSAL Journal Vol. 8, No. 3, September 2017, 247-254.

movies they had seen or on friend recommendations. This student’s expectations were
never really met; having finally decided to review the cover and read the blurb for the

final book they chose, they found the book to be a good level. Unfortunately, they also
commented that it was too short.

Another student indicated that for a subsequent selection they would choose a
specific genre, but they instead chose a book based on a friend’s recommendation. This
student was ultimately dissatisfied with the level of the book. Surprisingly, it seemed that
when students chose books that were recommended (either by a friend, classmate, teacher
or learning advisor), results were mixed when it came to how the selection met their
expectations. The books were either interesting and a good level match, or were too
challenging. This indicates that choosing a book requires more consideration than just
selecting one because it was recommended, once again showing the possibility that
students are not necessarily aware of their personal interests and levels. These are clearly
points that need to be highlighted to students.

Although students were given the option to stop reading and select a new book
per cycle if they were not happy with their choices, few students took advantage of this.
Abandoning a book if it is either too difficult or not of interest is an important aspect of
self-regulated learning (Lake & Holster, 2014). Since there was a question on the survey
that related to this, and there were classroom reminders, it is unfortunate that students
who were not making choices that met their expectations did not take advantage of this

option more often. This is an option that could be further reinforced.

Developing an Awareness of How to Choose Materials

The results varied as to when students began making choices that consistently met
their expectations. Students that were successful throughout the selection process often
looked at the title, read the summary and made their selections based on genre. Students
that were mostly successful with only a single unsuccessful choice midway through either
quickly realized their dissatisfaction and chose a new book to read instead or were able to
return to making successful selections with their next books. They often did this by
returning to earlier criteria they had used, notably, reading the blurb and checking the

level.
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It should be noted that students who were able to make the transition from choices
that did not meet their expectations to ones that did accomplished this by their third
choice. For those learners who were only starting to make more successful choices
toward the end of the semester, it was clear from their survey responses that it was only at
this late point that they started looking at book features such as the blurb or level.
Although they had been through an orientation, some students did not take heed until this
late stage.

Students that were inconsistent in meeting their expectations often struggled with
choosing the appropriate level, mostly oscillating between being too challenging or too
easy. Other reasons for choices not meeting expectations were that choices were ‘not
what they had expected (i.e. not like the movie), too predictable, or shallow’.
Furthermore, students whose choices did not meet their expectations typically made their
selections based on the title, the picture on the front cover and recommendations, but only
occasionally read the blurb and/or considered the level. One exception was a student who
consistently read the blurb and checked the level, but was still unable to make choices
that met their expectations. The student’s challenge was finding a genre in the graded
readers that suited their interest.

Although some students were able to delve into multiple genres with success, it
seemed that they were perhaps more aware of the level that was comfortable for them and
the subjects that interested them. Unfortunately, for many of the learners who chose from
multiple genres, it appeared that they were not considering levels; therefore, their
feedback often indicated that the book they had chosen was an inappropriate level. This
would indicate that students need more assistance/ reminders when determining the levels

and genres that are most suitable for them.

Interventions for Helping Students to Make Effective Choices
We believe that it would be beneficial to review book elements (e.g. level, title,
genre, the blurb) in class, if not prior to each and every book selection that students make,
at least periodically. Furthermore, if students in classes that have undergone an
orientation to selecting graded readers are struggling with making successful choices, it
can only be assumed that students who have not had such an orientation might also

struggle, perhaps more so. Consequently, it might be beneficial to have information
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available in the graded reader areas in SALCs and libraries that highlights important
factors for selecting graded readers such as the genre, reading the blurb and reading the
first page to check the level. Additional signs could be posted that clearly highlight the
level of books, taking into consideration the differences often found between the different
publishing houses, as well as signs reminding learners to ask SALC staff for advice when
selecting a book. SALC staff could help learners think more carefully about what they
need to consider when selecting a book. Another important role for SALC advisors, along
with the classroom teachers, is to stress the importance of taking the time to review

books, even if a particular book has been recommended or is famous/familiar.

Conclusion

Although students tend to prefer making reading choices when it comes to
extensive reading, it is clear that selecting a book that matches one’s expectations is not
an easy task. Whilst some learners are able to immediately make successful self-
selections, there are some learners who struggle and who are not as aware of their needs
as a learner. It would benefit all learners making book selections to be able to refer to an
easily accessible guide each and every time they make selections. Having one close at
hand in the relevant section of the SALC or library would be useful. Learners clearly
need added guidance and constant reinforcement on the path to becoming autonomous
readers.
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Appendix

Student Reflection Questions
1. Why did you choose the book? Explain.
Ql, 2B ZFDARERATZDOTT N2 BHZTHHA LI
2. In which ways did this book meet or not meet your expectations? Explain.

Q2. FARBWTZORITIS 20N Z (HAWITHRFZEDY) £L-
M2 AL S,

3. Did you start a book that you didn’t finish? If yes, why didn’t you finish that book?

Q3, A& St E THAMATICHD D X L0 2 b L2 5 R bE, 2O
ATEH?

4. What will you consider when choosing the next book?

Q4, ROARZRAFRIZIZ, EZICEB LETMN?
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