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Introduction 
The objective for students studying English as a second or foreign language is to understand, speak, read, 
and write in English. The number one challenge for teachers of English in a foreign language (EFL) setting 
is providing their students with adequate comprehensible input—listening and reading opportunities 
students can understand—to facilitate the acquisition of those four skills. In the case of reading, there are 
many choices. Educators need to know that materials they choose are both effective and efficient. In the 
end, they deserve to know that the books their students read facilitate real growth in English. 

Literature Review
Providing EFL students with input that is both comprehensible and meaningful to the individual student 
matters. Input that meets both criteria is motivating, interesting, and leads to language acquisition. “We 
acquire language and develop literacy when we understand messages, that is, when we understand what 
we hear and what we read,” when we receive ‘comprehensible input’ (Krashen, 2003).1 

Of the four skills, “reading is viewed as a crucial skill for foreign language learners to improve their 
language ability” (Chiang, 2015). Because developing high levels of language proficiency is dependent on 
a breadth and depth of vocabulary, reading has always been seen as a vehicle for providing students in a 
foreign language setting with the opportunity to engage with and build high levels of vocabulary necessary 
for use in future careers. 

“Two major approaches have been used to develop reading skills: Intensive and Extensive Reading 
(Rashidi & Piran, 2011). Historically used in the classroom, characteristics of Intensive Reading include 
careful and close reading of a short text, with a focus on details of the text, including, but not limited to 
new vocabulary, grammatical forms, authors purpose, etc. 

In the past several years Extensive Reading (ER) has “received special attention as an effective and 
promising way of developing foreign language abilities” (Yamashita 2013) as it “intends to develop good 
reading habits to build up knowledge of vocabulary and structure and to encourage a liking for reading” 
(Richards & Schmitt, 2010). The ability to provide large amounts of input is one reason ER is believed to 
affect language ability. 

Common features of an Extensive Reading program include reading: 1) at the right level, 2) with 
comprehension, 3) a lot, 4) independently, and 5) silently. Thus far, much research been conducted 
about how best to implement an ER program, including at what level of language proficiency, how much 
vocabulary is learned, how much reading does it take, the number of words, the number of books, the type 
of books, the level of books, etc. 

Across the ER research, two conclusions have been drawn generally: 

1. ER is effective for students beyond the absolute beginning level of language proficiency, and

2. Graded Readers are critical to providing books that are comprehensible.

The first acknowledges that students at the absolute beginning level of language ability do not yet know 
enough vocabulary to comprehend a lot of books independently. The second provides support for the notion 
that, for language to grow, the learner must engage with input just beyond his/her current language ability. 

3

1 Although comprehensible input refers to both listening and reading, the studies summarized 
in this paper focus on reading only.
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Several studies, however, have shown that participants’ reading comprehension grew when students read 
just above (i +1) and just below (i – 1) their language ability (Bahmani & Farvadin, 2017). The following 
studies ask three research questions about Extensive Reading:

1. Do beginning EFL students demonstrate reading growth using authentic books
when reading just above and just below their reading ability?

2. If yes, is the reading growth significant?

3. If yes, is the reading growth meaningful?

Research Study 1
Method
Of the initial 2965, 902 beginning EFL students from 80 schools in grades 2-7 from a country in 
southwestern Asia participated in an 8-week study2, completing the pre-and posttest, and treatment. 

The pretest measure was the students’ scores on the Lexile Placement Exam, and the posttest was 
the last Lexile Assessment at the conclusion of the trial3. The treatment was the exposure to the myON 
Reader™ books, and the posttest was the last Lexile Assessment score at the conclusion of the trial.  
myON Reader™ books, available in digital format, are authentic books, written with native speakers in mind, 
not for the purpose of teaching English. 

Irrespective of actual grade, all participants were entered into the system as 1st graders to provide an 
appropriate entrance point to the Lexile baseline assessment for non-native English speakers. Participants 
then took the Lexile Placement Exam to determine their initial reading ability. Results of the assessment 
were used to match students with books that were 100 Lexiles below and 50 Lexiles above their reading 
level. Book recommendations were aligned to participants’ age, reading ability, and interests. Time spent 
reading was determined by each classroom teacher.

Results
Research Question 1: Do beginning EFL students demonstrate reading growth using authentic books 
just above and just below their reading ability?

The results of the analyses of the Lexile scores showed that there were positive gains in the students’ 
reading ability, on average, between the pretest and the posttest at each grade level. Averaging 42 minutes 
of reading per week, these gains increased as grade increased which is desirable. For example, with an 
average Lexile gain of 37, the gains in Lexile from Grades 2-7 ranged from 17 to 59, each grade’s gains 
greater than the previous grade. Notably the greatest gains were from Grade 3 to Grade 4 (18 to 36) and 
from Grade 4 to Grade 5 (36 to 49). 

Research Question 2: Is the difference between the first and last Lexile exam significant?

The gains were statistically significant overall and in all grades except in grade 3. The effect sizes, Cohen’s 
d, indicate a small effect approaching a medium effect. As a general rule of thumb, d=.2 is a small effect, 
.5 is medium effect, and .8 is a large effect. In the case of this trial, the effect for grades 4-7 approached 

2 CEFR A1 and A2 are considered beginning levels of language proficiency. Students in the 
study were expected achieve CEFR A2 level by grade 7.
3 Designed by MetaMetrics, an independent third-party, for myON. Readability generally refers 
to how easy or difficult a text is to read and understand. Like most readability measures, 
sentence length and word difficulty are included in the calculation. 
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medium, while the effect for grade 2 was small. No effect size is presented for grade 3 as there was no 
statistical significance in the Lexile change. Overall, there were significant gains as a result of the trial as 
indicated by both statistical and practical significance. These results are quite promising given the number 
of students who took both the pretest and the posttest assessments and the short duration of the trial.

Research Question 3: Is the difference between the first and last Lexile exam meaningful?

Figure 1 provides more than simple pre-post, growth by grade level and average growth overall. It also 
depicts visually not simply overall growth during the trial, but the relationship between grades pre-and 
post, providing insight into how meaningful the difference was. For example, grade 3 post score (85) is 
higher than grade 4 pre score (66). This means that, in 8 weeks, grade 3 made up for nearly an entire year 
of English study in reading. The same is true for every grade-next grade in the trial. Grade 4 post (102) 
matches grade 5, grade 5 post (154) matches grade 6 pre (152), grade 6 post (208) surpasses grade 7 pre 
(181). (See Figure 1 below.)

Research Question 3: Figure, Data, Analysis

Figure 1: Average Lexile Growth (First to Last Week) by Grade Level

GR2 AI GR3 A1 GR4 A1 GR5 A1 GR6 A1 GR7 A2 Average
Pre 0 67 66 106 152 181 97
Post 17 85 102 154 208 240 134
Change 17 18 36 49 56 59 37
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Discussion. The results of the analyses of the Lexile scores showed that there were positive gains in the 
students’ reading ability, on average, between the pretest and the posttest at each grade level. The overall 
average gain in Lexile score across grades 2-7 was 37, with gains that increased as the grade increased 
(See Figure 1). As a result, the response to all three research questions is “yes”, with one minor caveat for 
students in grades 2 and 3, who were in the very earliest of stages of language acquisition4. Although both 
grades demonstrated growth, the gains were not statistically significant. This makes sense, as students 
must have some minimal level of any language before being expected to read it. 

However, a different pattern emerged from grade 4 on. Grade 4 gain (36 Lexiles) was twice those of grades 
2 or 3; gains for grades 5, 6, and 7 accelerated year by year (Lexiles 49-56-59, respectively). 

4 Students in the study begin learning English in grade 2 with two hours of study per week, with 
two hours of English study in grades 2-4, three hours of English study per week in grades 5-6, 
and four hours of English study per week in grades 7-8. 
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Research Study 2
Method
1,104 beginning EFL students in grades 5-8 from a central European country participated in a 9-month 
study5. completing the pre-and posttest, and treatment.

Like Study 1, a pretest-posttest design was used to collect the data that were used to assess reading 
growth attained during the trial. The pretest measure was the students’ scores on the Star Reading As-
sessment. Like other readability measures, the ATOS system used for Star Reading analyses sentence 
length and word difficulty. However, ATOS determines word difficulty by grade level, not word frequency6.  
In addition, cognitive load--the type and amount of knowledge and thinking a student must have and use 
to answer test items correctly--is considered. As in Study 1, the treatment was the exposure to the myON 
Reader™ books, and the posttest was the last Star Reading Assessment score at the conclusion of the 
study. 

All participants were entered into the system as 1st graders to provide an appropriate entrance point to the 
Star Reading assessment to provide a baseline for non-native English speakers7. Participants then took 
the Star Reading Assessment to determine their initial reading ability. In addition to providing a reading 
level, Star Reading identifies a reading range--from just below to just above--for each student. The Zone of 
Proximal Development (ZPD) defines the readability range from which students should be selecting books 
to ensure sufficient comprehension and therefore achieve optimal growth in reading skills without expe-
riencing frustration (p. 111 Star Reading Technical Manual). Teachers made book recommendations for 
students using ZPD guidelines. Three groups were formed during the research: 

1. an optimum group, who used the program weekly and where the teacher possibly
gave the students independent tasks between lessons

2. a minimum group, where the expectation was to use the program occasionally,
at least once a month.

3. a control group, who was tested twice, but not use the program.

Midway through the study, it had already become clear that students were gaining from the use of myON. 
The decision was made to provide the control group access to myON, too. At the end of the 9 months, 
participants took another Star Reading Test.

Results
Research Question 1: Do beginning EFL students demonstrate reading growth using authentic books 
just above and below their reading ability?

Averaging just 10 minutes per week for 9 months, there was a significant difference in the pre-posttests 
of the groups (χ2 (2) = 41.74, p = 0.000), with mean rank values in the optimum group = 516.97, in the 
minimum group = 549.97 and in the control group = 402.5. However, the analysis of achievement results 
showed that there was no significant difference between the closing achievements of the groups, χ2 (2) = 
5.87, p = 0.063, with mean rank values in the optimum group = 486.19, in the minimum group = 473.21 and 
in the control group = 427.04. Figure 2 presents the English language scaled score grouped according to 
the measurement points. Average growth was 69 Star SS points.

5 Students began studying English in grade 4.
6 The ATOS system for evaluating the reading level of continuous text contains over 125,000 words in its graded 
vocabulary list. This readability formula was developed by Renaissance Learning, Inc., and designed by leading 
readability experts.
7 Star Reading is a computer-adaptive test that determines a student’s English reading level. 
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Research Question 1: Figure, data

Figure 2: Average Star SS growth by group

Research Question 2: Is the difference between the first and last Star Reading Assessment significant?

Yes. The difference between the opening and closing Star Reading Assessment was significant (p<.000). 
Participants in the optimum group averaged a gain of 69 SS points; those in the minimum group gained an 
average of 73 SS points, while participants in the control group gained an average of 65 SS points. These 
gains were statistically significant for all three groups.

However, the difference in gains between the 3 groups did not meet that threshold (p<0.63). There was no 
significant difference between gains of 69, 73, and 65 SS points, respectively. 

Research Question 3: Is the difference between the first and last Star Reading Assessment meaningful?

Figure 3: Research Question 3: Figure, Data
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Converting the Star SS to grade equivalent gives perspective on how meaningful the gains were. Each of 
the groups gained 0.4 grade using myON (See Figure 3.). 

Discussion. The results of the analyses of the Star Reading scores showed that there were positive gains 
in the students’ reading ability, on average, between the pretest and the posttest for all three groups, 
that the gains were significant, and they were meaningful. As a result, the response to all three research 
questions is “yes”.

Conclusion. Both studies demonstrate the efficacy of reading with myON authentic digital books for 
beginning students learning English in a foreign language setting8. Reading with myON books was not only 
effective, but efficient. In the first study students averaged 42 minutes per week over eight weeks, for a total 
of just over 4 hours of time spent reading. In that short amount of time, students gained one year of reading 
gains. In the second study, students averaged 10 minutes per week of reading over 9 months, for a total of 
360 minutes or 6 total hours of time spent reading. In that short amount of time, students in all 3 groups 
gained nearly one-half grade equivalent as measured for native English speakers. Irrespective of the measure 
used, these studies demonstrate the critical importance of providing EFL students the opportunity to read 
books that interest them. However, in the end, the ability to compare the reading level growth of students 
in the 2nd study to native English speakers provides a roadmap for a different outcome—a higher level of 
English proficiency—a level that brings different opportunities. That is the value of myON with Star.

8 However, based on the results of students in the first study in grades 2 & 3, while very early 
beginners demonstrate gains, significant gains occurred in grades 4-7 where students had 
already acquired more English. 
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