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Abstract: This paper is intended to provide a preliminary overview of the current situation of a course established with the purpose of bringing the reading achievements of two-year junior college English majors in their final year of studies into line with their achievements in the other three 'basic' skills of listening, speaking and writing. The short duration and relatively large class size necessitated adopting an approach that conferred large degrees of freedom and flexibility in choosing reading material to the students, while at the same time incorporating a manageable system of evaluation for such a potentially complex endeavor. Adopting a custom-designed module for an LMS facilitated this challenge immensely and highlighted the potential for the course to confer other benefits upon the students' academic achievements.



Introduction

	Our college department offers a 2-year program with a focus on “living English” beginning with a grounding in the basics of reading, writing, listening and speaking. In general, our graduates have improved all of these 4 'basic' skills, with particular improvement in listening and speaking. One innovation that was made to further improve writing skills was to institute a 'writing tutor' system where native-speaker and/or highly proficient non-native speaker 'tutors' were available by appointment to review and give advice on students' written work. This could be as part of the requirement for particular courses, or of the students' own volition, with no discrimination made between the two, and 20-minute tutor slots available on a first come, first served basis.
	Direct reading tutelage was previously conducted via two courses offered in the students' first year of studies: Reading I and II, and Graded Reading I and II (I being a spring semester course and II a fall semester course).
	Another aspect of our curriculum is to expose students to the taking of standardized tests, in the form of TOEFL (required to sit 3 times over 2 years), TOEIC (required to sit 2-3 times over 2 years) and the Japanese STEP (Eiken) standardized test of English proficiency (offered 2-3 times per year as an option). Our students tend to perform with greater success in the listening component of these tests than in the reading component, though naturally there are exceptions. Another feature of our curriculum is the requirement to take several content-based courses delivered in English during the second year of studies. These include, but are not limited to: Geography, History, Life Science, Psychology and Sociology. The students are, as a matter of course, expected to do a significant amount of reading of materials in English for these courses, so sufficient reading comprehension levels are demanded.


Motivation for Course Establishment

	It was perceived that although students were performing reasonably well at these tasks, a higher level of comprehension was desired. This would give the more advanced students the opportunity to receive even more benefit from the experience of taking content-based courses and at the same time improve the overall experience and performance of less advanced students.
	Students' reading performance in the standardized tests seemed to be plateauing during their second year, whereas their listening performance generally continued to improve. In an effort to remedy this situation, the first-year Graded Reading I and II courses were dropped from the curriculum and a course entitled Extensive Reading was adopted as a second-year spring semester course. The fact that both of the first-year reading-related courses had been evolving a focus on extensive reading meant that overlap was becoming unavoidable and it was also becoming evident that without a required reading course in the second year, sophomores were tending to shift their study efforts to non-reading skills. It was hoped that rebalancing this allocation of effort would result in specific improvement in reading ability and corresponding overall improvement in English ability, due to the mutually beneficial synergy (i.e. normal language learning) generated when the four basic skills were given equal, or roughly equal, emphasis.
	The students were felt to have already developed sufficient ability to perform reading activities without pressing need for further intensive instruction in skills such as reading strategies. Naturally, there would perhaps be some benefit conferred upon them with such skills, but the consensus was that actual practice in reading would be more beneficial. Given this, it was decided that extensive reading - defined by Day, Bamford and Richards (1998) as “the reading of large quantities of easy material” - would best achieve the goals of the department.


Considerations

	Criticisms of claims for the efficacy of extensive reading include that it does not significantly contribute to vocabulary acquisition (Cobb, 2008), but this was not problematic in the context of our college's curriculum given that the goal of the course was to maintain or enhance students' reading comprehension ability and to provide a means of reducing anxiety when suddenly faced with a long text passage on standardized tests, such as TOEFL, or even when faced with the task of reading material for their content-based courses. Thus it was seen more as a vehicle for getting students to perform the volume of 'practice' needed to become better at any activity one engages in, be that a sport or more sedentary academic pursuit.
	In theory, giving students the freedom to choose their own reading material (level and subject matter) is ideal, but posed the logistical challenge of providing materials (books) and of performing evaluation. Fortunately, the library of our college and university was already stocked with a large number of graded readers from many publishers. This meant that provision of course material was taken care of, but the problem of evaluation remained.


Evaluation Challenge

	In its previous incarnation as Graded Reading II, the course was evaluated based on the number of books read by students with adjustments according to the number of pages (as a substitute for word numbers) per book. Though strongly encouraging learner freedom for choosing reading material that suited their individual interests and abilities, the high degree of disparity among book levels and publishers soon made evaluation a burdensome and often imprecise task.
	After completing a book, students were required to write a short book report in order to demonstrate that they had actually done the reading. These book reports were collected and checked by the instructor (the author), with the sheer number of reports produced in total by four classes comprising somewhat over 120 students per year amounting to a heavy burden on instructor time. 
	Continuing to give the students such flexibility in choosing material was considered essential by the author, but finding more efficient and effective means of enabling students to demonstrate reading achievement and facilitating instructor evaluation were required.


Approach

	The author was already using the Moodle LMS (learning management system) - albeit at a very basic level - with other courses he was teaching and his interest was quickly drawn to the Moodle Reader module that had been developed for it. The module's website (http://moodlereader.org/) describes itself as “a module that provides quizzes on over 3000 graded readers and books for young readers, so that teachers can have a simple way to assess their students' work” (The Moodle Reader Module). Moodle Reader's development was initiated by Tom Robb of Kyoto Sangyo University and supported by the Extensive Reading Foundation (http://erfoundation.org).
	Moodle Reader's quizzes provided a means of evaluation that recorded 'points' and counts of words read, whose automatic nature reduced instructor burden. They also provided a means for students to demonstrate that they had read the book that matched the quiz taken more easily than by writing book reports, which matched the course's focus on large amounts of reading without a writing component as writing was the focus of other courses already being taken by the students. It is naturally not a perfect or foolproof method, but in general is effective and sufficient for the goals of the course.
	It was decided to use the word-count feature of the module to provide the core means of evaluating learner progress in the new course. It gives flexibility to allow learners to read material at different levels from each other, but corresponding to their own actual or perceived abilities. Assumptions made include that the students have a generally good degree of comprehension and being pushed to aim for relatively high targets with regard to word counts would be well within their capabilities. It would also serve as incentive to stay focussed on reading to the effect that they would attempt to integrate reading into their daily routines in order to reduce or avoid the possibility of it imposing serious burdens on the time available for their regular studies.
	The vast majority of students possess mobile phones, most of which are 'smartphones' and they sometimes will use them to access the LMS with varying degrees of success. In general they are discouraged from doing this if they can avoid it, partly because of the unintended consequences of mistyping that is not infrequent on such devices, but it is highly likely that it will become a viable option in the future, further contributing to the flexibility of the course. 

Preliminary Conclusions

	The primary motivation behind the establishment of the Extensive Reading course was to increase student exposure to reading English, increase reading fluency, and to continue the process of acclimatizing themselves to reading long texts in English which they had begun in the Reading course during their first year of studies. An important secondary consideration was to maintain their reading skills to facilitate the anticipated large volume of reading in English that would be expected of them when taking the content-based courses required during their graduation year.
	The third motivation was to increase student scores on the reading components of standardized tests that they were taking as part of the college's curriculum. Detailed research had not been done to ascertain the fact, but it was generally perceived by the department faculty that while students' listening scores tended to continue to improve throughout the duration of their 2-year program, reading scores appeared to be relatively unchanged or even to flounder in second year after spring vacation, when many students were not actively applying themselves to studying. With respect to reading, this lethargy often became self-sustaining due to the lack of a reading-specific course in the second year of their curriculum. It was felt that establishing the Extensive Reading course would go some way toward alleviating the problem.
	The actual efficacy of the course for achieving the desired objectives is difficult to measure with certainty, but with sufficient data from student reading scores on standardized tests, it is hoped that several iterations of the course will give a picture of its accomplishments, if any. Currently in its third iteration, with a cohort of between 100 and 150 learners per iteration, some preliminary results are anticipated.
	The module for the LMS itself has been evolving and will hopefully be a continually improving tool for facilitating learner reading and motivation.
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