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Abstract

Extensive reading programmes are a common aspect of many language courses. The effectiveness 
of extensive reading has been established, but existing studies on its link to reading score gains 
on a popular test in Japan, the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC), have 
shown mixed results. This study uses quiz data from the website MReader, a common tool used 
to track students’ extensive reading progress, to analyse the link between extensive reading and 
TOEIC through total words read, regularity of reading, and comprehension. 105 students’ 
MReader data from four cohorts of reading class students was correlated with TOEIC reading 
section gains after 10 months of the programme. Small but statistically significant relationships 
were found between total words read, average quiz scores, and TOEIC reading score gains. The 
authors suggest that these results support the effectiveness of extensive reading for increasing 
TOEIC reading scores, but more research is needed.

概　　　　　要

　多読プログラムは多くの語学授業において用いられている。多読の効果はすでに実証されて
いるが，日本で人気のあるTOEICのリーディングセクションのスコア増加との関連性について
の研究では，様々な結果が報告されている。本研究では，学習者の学習状況が追跡できるウェ
ブサイトとして広く利用されているMReaderのクイズデータを用い，読んだ本の単語総数，多
読の頻度，内容理解という点から多読とTOEICの関連性について分析する。過去4年間でリー
ディングの授業を受けた総数105名の学生のMReaderデータを，多読プログラム開始10か月後
のTOEICリーディングセクションのスコアと突き合わせた。わずかではあるが，単語数，クイ
ズの平均点，TOEICのリーディングスコア増加の間に統計的に有意な関連性が確認できた。こ
れらの結果は，多読がTOEICのリーディングスコア増加に繋がるという効果を裏付けるもので
はあるが，よりさらなる研究が必要である。

1. Introduction

Extensive reading has become a popular component of many second-language programmes, both 
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in Japan and around the world. In extensive reading, students self-select easy materials on a wide 
range of topics and read as much as possible for pleasure, information and general understanding 
(Bamford & Day, 2004, pp. 2-3). One method of assisting students in choosing materials that are 
at an appropriate level for them is through the use of graded readers, which are books, both fiction 
and non-fiction, that use limited numbers of total words and unique words, or headwords.

A common goal of extensive reading programmes is to increase students’ reading fluency in the 
second language (L2) and to increase students’ vocabulary through incidental learning (the 
acquisition of vocabulary items from context). To achieve these gains, extensive reading should 
be carried out on a regular basis, with a book a week considered to be a reasonable target (ibid.). 
This study aims to explore the links between the amount of extensive reading, the frequency of 
reading and the depth of understanding and gains on a standardised reading test. A number of 
studies have addressed the effectiveness of extensive reading programmes, but there are few that 
use the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) as a measure. Given that this 
is a ubiquitous exam in Japan, establishing a link between TOEIC score gains and ER could help 
legitimise the use of ER in language classrooms in Japan.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Benefits of Extensive Reading

Many studies have proved the effect of extensive reading on language learning and recognized 
its impact in multiple aspects of language development. Tanaka and Stapleton’s 2007 study on 
Japanese high school students revealed that students who read graded readers voluntarily outside 
class improved their reading comprehension. Comparing two cohorts from different years, one 
group which engaged in outside-class extensive reading and one which didn’t, Robb and Kano 
(2013) found students in the former cohort achieved higher scores on the reading section of a 
test.

Some studies report the benefit of extensive reading on reading fluency or reading speed. Iwahori 
(2008) carried out research on high school students and found that students’ reading speed 
improved after seven weeks of an extensive reading programme. Tanaka and Stapleton (2007) also 
found their students’ reading speed increased after engaging in extensive reading.

Extensive reading has also been found to be effective for vocabulary acquisition. Wang (2013) 
tested the effects of extensive reading on 45 low-level learners of English in Taiwan, and the 
results suggested a modest but positive effect on vocabulary gains. The post-test revealed that 
extensive reading helped the students learn 6％ to 15％ of 50 unknown words compared to the 
pre-test, which was conducted four months before the study. Alavi and Keyvanshekouh (2012) 
compared two groups: one experimental group required to read at least 12 books using 
MoodleReader, and one control group which required extensive reading using four books 
assigned by their teacher. They found the former group had higher gains in vocabulary 
acquisition.
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A few studies report that extensive reading can also be beneficial in the affective or cognitive 
aspects of language learning. Yamashita’s 2013 survey on university students found a positive 
impact of extensive reading on students’ reading attitude. The students in her study recognized 
the intellectual value of extensive reading and increased comfort while reducing anxiety towards 
reading. Chien and Yu (2015) also investigated the benefits of extensive reading on learners’ 
attitudes towards reading. The study revealed that unmotivated Taiwanese university students 
became more aware of the benefits of reading for improving their reading skills and increasing 
future career opportunities while it also reported negative effects on the affective aspect of 
extensive reading in students’ responses. The researchers attribute these negative results to the 
lack of adequate monitoring by teachers, additional workload generated from extensive reading, 
and the delayed time frame and type of research instruments. Demirci and Gobert’s 2015 study 
reports that their students also realized the values and enjoyment of reading after an extensive 
reading programme. Finally, Fernández de Morgado’s study in 2009 did not reveal a significant 
difference in language gain between her treatment group and control group but reported the 
extensive reading group’s higher satisfaction and positive perception towards the extensive 
reading programme; namely, they recognized the value of extensive reading for their language 
development.

2.2 Time and Amount of Reading Required for Extensive Reading

As discussed above, many studies have contributed to the growing body of research into extensive 
reading by proving the benefits of extensive reading in language learning. However, some of the 
studies described above recognized the importance of study length and amount of reading input. 
While Tanaka and Stapleton’s 2007 study suggested positive effects from extensive reading, they 
found that one of the programmes, the Home Reading Program, did not improve the students’ 
reading comprehension. They attribute this to the lack of reading volume and the short time 
frame of the reading programme. Referring to Kanatani, Nagata, Kimura, and Minai’s studies in 
1991 and 1992 which suggest that it takes as long as six months after the programme has finished 
for the benefits of an extensive reading programme to appear, they also note the possibility that 
positive effects could have been seen only after a certain period had passed. Wang (2013) also 
notes that the length of her programme was short, and extensive reading could have possibly 
been more effective if it were carried out for a longer period, concluding that “extensive reading 
needs to be applied long term and on a regular basis to produce and maintain improvement in 
reading and vocabulary learning” (p. 74). Nation (2009) also argues an effective extensive reading 
programme requires a considerable amount of reading and time, suggesting that students should 
read approximately 500,000 running words or 25 graded readers per year for several years. Nation 
also states that students should already know almost all the vocabulary items in the book so they 
can focus on the meaning of the text. This focus on reading easy materials is backed up by 
Bamford and Day, who claim that ease of reading material is “the most important principle of 
extensive reading for language learning” (2004, p. 2).

2.3 Effects of Extensive Reading on TOEIC scores

There are some studies on the relationship between extensive reading and TOEIC score gains. 
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Nishizawa, Yoshioka, and Itoh (2006) compared two groups from the same grade: one had an 
extensive reading class and one didn’t. They reported a statistically significant difference between 
these two classes, demonstrated by the fact that there were fewer students who scored less than 
100 points on the TOEIC reading section in the former group. Although they couldn’t find a 
significant difference between the two groups’ TOEIC total average scores, the percentages of the 
students who scored over 400 points on TOEIC in both classes were 43％ and 25％ respectively. 
Nishizawa, Yoshioka, and Itoh (2007) carried out a study among 78 students who are in the second 
year of an extensive reading class, dividing them into three groups by the number of words read: 
50,000 to 130,000 words, 140,000 to 240,000 words, and over 250,000 words, to try and find a 
relationship between the amount of reading and TOEIC scores. The study revealed that the 
students who read more were more likely to achieve a score of 450 on TOEIC, and the number 
of students with low scores (less than 350 points) decreased as the amount of reading increased. 
Nishizawa, Yoshioka, and Fukuda (2010) conducted a further study with 37 students who had four 
years of a weekly 45-minute extensive reading programme. Examining three groups divided by 
their amount of reading over four years, 280,000 to 390,000 words, 490,000 to 820,000 words, and 
1,100,000 to 12,000,000 words, the study revealed a strong correlation between the students’ 
amount of reading and TOEIC score gains, showing that these students’ TOEIC scores improved 
by 9-18 points every 100,000 words. The study also revealed that it takes as much reading as 
300,000 words before significant score gains to appear, suggesting the positive effects of long-term 
extensive reading on TOEIC score gains. Mason (2011) also reported a case study in which an 
adult learner gained 180 points on TOEIC or 105 points on the reading section of the test after 
spending 217 hours on extensive reading in a year.

While the studies above reported a positive impact on TOEIC score gains, other studies found no 
such effects. Storey, Gibson, and Williamson (2006) studied two groups of students who 
voluntarily enrolled in a TOEIC training programme: one did extensive reading as homework and 
one received extra TOEIC reading exercises, for eight weeks. Although they didn’t find a 
significant difference in the TOEIC score gains in the two groups, their closer look into the 
students’ reading records and post-questionnaire revealed better score gains in the students who 
devoted more time to read, concluding that the results could have been better if the study had 
been conducted with a larger sample size for a longer period. Carney (2016) also found no 
statistically significant difference between an extensive reading group and groups which did not 
do extensive reading, concluding with a call for more collaborative studies on this matter.

3. Research questions

Given the mixed results reported by studies that have used TOEIC to measure reading gains, the 
current study was conducted to investigate the relationship between individual learners’ extensive 
reading activity and their language gains over one academic year, as measured by TOEIC. The 
data collected was also used to analyse two other aspects of extensive reading that are considered 
important in the literature, namely regularity of reading and the ease of materials that students 
are reading.
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1.  Is there a statistically significant relationship at the .05 level between the number of 
words read and TOEIC reading score gains after 10 months?

2. Is there a statistically significant relationship at the .05 level between the frequency of 
reading and TOEIC reading score gains after 10 months?

3. Is there a statistically significant relationship at the .05 level between reading quiz scores 
and TOEIC reading score gains after 10 months?

4. Materials and methods

4.1 Participants

The participants in this study were 105 female Japanese students in the Global Communication 
Department at Hiroshima Bunkyo Women’s University taking a compulsory weekly reading class 
across four cohorts.

Table 1. Average starting TOEIC reading score by cohort.

Cohort Participants
Average starting TOEIC  

reading score

2013 27 114.37

2014 33 121.02

2015 29 119.84

2016 16 112.22

Total 105 116.86

Students who left the university or for whom pre- and post-test TOEIC data were not available 
were removed from the study group.

As can be seen from Table 1, the average TOEIC reading score at the start of the class was similar. 
We therefore decided it was reasonable to group the cohorts for data analysis, as many other 
aspects of the cohorts, such as their demographics, department and other classes are very similar 
across cohorts.

4.2 MReader and Graded Readers

Extensive reading data was measured using the website MReader.org. This website provides 
quizzes to check whether students have really read a book, and to track reading progress (for 
more information on the benefits of using MReader to track students’ progress, see Robb, 2015). 
All students were given an MReader account at the start of the year. Approximately 1,000 graded 
readers, of various genres and ranging from Level 0 to Level 9, are kept in the Self-Access 
Learning Center of the university, which students can visit any time of the day to check out books 
they are interested in reading. At the beginning of the reading course, students were recommended 
to try certain levels (usually level 3 for the upper streamed class and level 2 for the lower), but 
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the decision on which level to read is left to individual students. Extensive reading was conducted 
outside class.

After students have read a graded reader, they log on to the website and search for the book they 
have read. They then take an open-book quiz on the content of the book to assess whether or not 
they have read the book. Students answer 10 multiple-choice questions in 15 minutes. Questions 
typically ask students to identify which character spoke a certain line, and to put the main events 
of the book in order. If they pass the quiz, they are given credit for the number of total words in 
the book. The motivation for students to read graded readers and use MReader is that their total 
words read at the end of each semester, as recorded in MReader, forms 30％ of their final grade. 
Although the exact calculation varied slightly from year to year, the more words students read the 
more points they received, with no upper limit on how many points they could gain.

Data available on MReader includes score, date of quiz and number of words credited. From this 
data, frequency of quiz completion was calculated. In-semester time was divided into weeks, and 
the weeks in which at least one quiz was successfully completed was divided by total weeks to 
give a reading frequency percentage. For example, a student in the 2014 cohort who completed 
at least one quiz in 20 of the 33 weeks of the school year had a reading frequency score of 20/33 
= 60.6％.

To measure how easy a book was for students, average quiz score was used. Although MReader 
quizzes are designed to check whether a student has read a book, not to test comprehension 
(Robb, 2015), we assumed that learners who easily understood the content of a book would be 
able to achieve a high score on its MReader quiz. Average quiz score for every quiz passed was 
used for the analysis. Various combinations of the above variables were also calculated to 
investigate their interactions from different angles.

4.3 TOEIC

TOEIC Listening and Reading is an internationally-administered, norm-referenced test of business 
English. Each section contains 100 multiple-choice questions, and correct answers are scaled to 
give a score out of 495 points (Educational Testing Service, 2018). It is particularly popular in 
Japan (Kamijo, 2010), and is used as a measure of progress in the Global Communication 
Department. Students must take the test at least once a year, and a target score of 600 points 
overall is set for graduating students. Given the students’ familiarity with the test and its high level 
of recognition in Japan, we decided that this would be an appropriate measure of reading gains.

5. Results

Descriptive statistics for the variables used are given in Table 2.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for variables analysed (n=105).

Variable Minimum Maximum Mean Median
Std. 

deviation

TOEIC reading gain －85.00 130.00 25.71 20.00 41.36

Total words read 6,685.00 520,208.00 63,381.36 53,114.00 60,879.84

％ weeks read 9.09％ 100.00％ 51.05％ 44.12％ 23.79％

Total words x ％ weeks read 810.30 441,388.61 39,940.98 23,512.27 52,247.63

Quiz score average 71.86％ 93.80％ 80.84％ 80.08％ 4.68％

Total words x quiz score average 4,843.34 424,360.19 51,395.16 42,686.22 49,811.56

Total words x ％ weeks read x quiz 
score average

587.07 360,063.19 32,481.96 18,302.07 42,682.77

Scatterplots of all independent variables compared with the dependent variable (TOEIC reading 
score gains) were created, and two outliers were removed: one with a very high number of words 
read (520,208) and one with a highly negative TOEIC gain (－85％). As the variables are 
quantitative and appeared to have a linear association, Pearson product-moment correlations were 
run on the data. Results are summarised in Table 3.

Table 3. Pearson product-moment correlations (n=103) between TOEIC reading score gains and other variables.

Independent variable Correlation (r) Significance (p) Effect size (r²) 
Variance 

accounted for

Total words read .211* .016 .044 4.4％

％ weeks read .141 .078 – –

Total words x ％ weeks read .103 .151 – –

Quiz score average .259* .004 .067 6.7％

Total words x quiz score average .228* .010 .052 5.2％

Total words x ％ weeks read x quiz 
score average

.116 .121 – –

Results that are significant at the .05 level are denoted with an asterisk. Non-significant results are 
denoted in italics.
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6. Discussion

The answer to research question 1 (is there a statistically significant relationship at the .05 level 
between the number of words read and TOEIC reading score gains after 10 months?) is yes. 
Although the result is statistically significant, the amount of variance accounted for is modest at 
4.4％. The remaining 95.6％ may be accounted for by such factors as study time in other classes 
and independently, motivation, and attitude towards reading in both first and second language. It 
should also be noted that only one student surpassed the 500,000 words per year threshold 
suggested by Nation (2009), and she had to be removed as an outlier, so it is perhaps not 
surprising that a stronger correlation was not found. As TOEIC is a widely-used measure of 
English ability in Japan, establishing a correlation between words read and reading score gains 
could help to provide legitimacy for extensive reading programmes in Japan.

The answer to research question 2 (is there a statistically significant relationship at the .05 level 
between the frequency of reading and TOEIC reading score gains after 10 months?) is no. This 
was a slight surprise, as many authors have suggested that regular reading is an important 
component of extensive reading programmes. Instinctively, we would expect a student who has 
read regularly to make more reading ability progress than one who attempts to read a lot in a 
short space of time, but there was no evidence for this in our data. There could be many reasons 
for this, including faults with our method of measuring reading regularity (percentage of semester 
weeks in which students read at least one book).

The answer to research question 3 (is there a statistically significant relationship at the .05 level 
between reading quiz scores and TOEIC reading score gains after 10 months?) is yes. The 
correlation between average MReader quiz score and TOEIC reading gains was in fact the 
strongest correlation in our data, accounting for 6.7％ of the variance. This could provide support 
for Bamford and Day’s statement that ease of reading material is the paramount concern in 
extensive reading programmes (2004). If regular reading of easy materials allowed students to 
improve their reading fluency and learn new vocabulary items in context, their TOEIC reading 
scores may have improved more than those of their peers who chose materials that were too 
challenging and did not receive these benefits. Such an occurrence is in accordance with studies 
that have suggested that when learners don’t know 20％ of the words in a text they do not gain 
adequate comprehension (Hu and Nation, cited in Nation, 2009).

7. Conclusion

This study examined the relationships between extensive reading and reading gains by comparing 
total words read, frequency of reading and ease of reading measures with gains on the TOEIC 
reading section after 10 months. A small but significant correlation was demonstrated between 
total words read and reading ease, as measured by average quiz score, and reading gains. We 
hope that this can demonstrate the value of extensive reading programmes, especially in situations 
where TOEIC score gains are highly valued.
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As with many studies that attempt to measure the effect of one variable on language improvements, 
isolating the effect of the variables studied from the many other factors that students are exposed 
to over one academic year is difficult. Vocabulary knowledge, motivation, reading habit in their 
first language, prior experience with extensive reading programmes, autonomy, exam anxiety and 
many other factors besides influence students’ language improvements and performance.

For a study such as this, where almost all extensive reading takes place outside the classroom, 
there is always the possibility that the variable we are actually measuring is motivation, or that 
average quiz score is indicative of vocabulary knowledge more than reading comprehension. 
Future studies could try to account for this by including measurements of motivation or 
vocabulary knowledge in the analysis.

Other limitations of the study are that it was carried out on one year of data. This may not be 
enough time for a difference to emerge in reading skill between students who read extensively 
and those who don’t. Further studies could utilise a longer data set to investigate whether or not 
this is the case. A different measurement of reading skill gain could also be used. We chose the 
TOEIC in this instance because students are required to take it and it is important for them to 
improve their scores, as they may improve their employment prospects and gain scholarships 
from the university for studying abroad by doing so. However, being a norm-referenced test that 
attempts to measure a wide range of abilities, it may not have detected more subtle gains in 
reading skills among our students.
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