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Factors Relevant to Intensive and Extensive
EFL Reading Programs in Japan

Problems and Solutions. The Role of Translation.

Jon Blundell
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This paper will first discuss text-selection in a balanced intensive/extensive reading programme.
Then the role of intensive reading and associated sub-skills is examined in more detail, together with
problems of evaluation. Next, the role of extensive reading and associated reading sub-skills is dis-

cussed. The question of when reading instruction should take place is raised, and, finally, the role of
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translation in teaching reading is examined.

The most essential element in any foreign language reading program is to have a balanced approach.
Balance, that is, in the way that extensive and intensive reading skills are developed through the
acquisition of various sub-skills (letter recognition, chunking, skimming, scanning, predicting etc.) Also
vital, of course, is the choice of reading material which must be perceived by the student as relevant,

interesting and therefore motivating.

In class, intensive reading material may well be selected by the teacher autonomously (to be hoped,
taking student views into account wherever possible — student input into choice of topic taking place
where feasible). However, to be realistic, reading is only one of four skills, into which a reading program
may need to be integrated. It may not necessarily be freestanding, and some would argue that an
integrated skills approach has certain advantages (re-inforcement of language acquired through means
of other skills etc.). An advantage of a teacher-selected text (at least in terms of assessing the average
level of reading ability for a class in terms of grammatical/syntactical/lexical/sub-skill strategy diffi-
culties etc.) is that it can be read together by everyone in the class, and common points of difficulty dealt
with economically. On the other hand, it is important to remember, that in a given class in Japan, where
class sizes may vary from 15-80+, different students may have different reading agendas. For example,
students may wish to read for information,(from various text-types: academic, advertisements, news,
CD song lyrics, recipes, etc.), read for entertainment (novels, poems, comics, magazines, menus, etc.),
read in order to translate professionally (in a few minor instances, perhaps), read in order to pass a

particular examination or test, or, indeed, students may have no particular reading agenda at all.

We have seen, then, that there are certain common factors relevant to the teaching/acquisition of
language skills in a second language teaching program. Such a program, essential elements of which are
practice in intensive/extensive reading and mastering of reading sub-skills, should be perceived by the
student as relevant, interesting and motivating, and should whenever possible, take account of student
input regarding content. Clearly appropriacy of student level (s) is also an important factor, as material
chosen to practise the three areas mentioned above (intensive reading/extensive reading and sub-skills)

should be challenging, but not so difficult as to be de-motivating.

Let us now examine these three areas in more detail. First intensive reading:

Intensive Reading (IR) involves looking at a comparatively short amount of text in detail. The text is
examined intensively for linguistic purposes such as word recognition, grammatical/syntactic content,
lexical content, etc. A good opportunity is thus provided for the teaching of discreet language points
(grammar/vocabulary). Few opportunities exist for the development of fluent eye movements as the text
is too difficult, so a balanced program is necessary that allows the development of such skills in a

complementary extensive reading program.

Vocabulary building is often regarded as a particularly important element within an intensive reading
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program, especially in the early stages, as content words will carry a high proportion of meaning, given
adequate structural grading. Students will to a certain extent be able to acquire new vocabulary from
context,but in the initial stages,they will have insufficient vocabulary to supply much context. There-
fore, it may be considered useful(vital?)for students to be required to learn vocabulary independently
from (graded) lists provided by the teacher. If one is unlikely to internalize a foreign word until one has
been exposed to it some 10-20 times, as research appears to show (Dr. Rob Waring Lecture, Nagoya,
14/5/2000), learning word-lists by heart — a strategy at which Japanese students seem to be particularly
adept — may well be effective in increasing learning skills. Word-part knowledge in the form of affixes
(uh-help-ful-ness/un-suit-ability etc.) might equip students with a more lexico-generative reading tool.
Possibly one might wish to provide students with a word-family grouping system, word games (cross-
words/word association/puzzles, word cards etc.) to provide a little more motivation, but, whatever the
strategy, clearly some kind of vocabulary-building element should be associated with a reading program

intended eventually to help students reach a stage of independent reading autonomy.

A practical example of a useful vocabulary building procedure,(for students who are at a more ad-
vanced stage of reading) which in a sense ‘bridges the gap’ between intensive and extensive reading (in
the sense that one halts, to check only on the meanings of key-words in a text), is given below (instruc-
tions to student):

1  Locate a text you are interested in.

2 Make two photocopies of it. (One copy is the complete text to be used as a reference key).

3 Tippex out any vocabulary you consider important enough to want to learn. Leave the first two

letters of the word, so that you have more chance of recognizing it when reading it again in context.

4 Number each word you have tippexed out 1, 2, 3, 4, etc.

5 Do not tippex out more than two words on one line. (Guessing from context becomes too difficult).

6 Try to leave at least four of five lines between lines containing tippexed words. (Same reason as

above).

7  File away your tippexed sheet and the master text (key) and forget about them for at least 24 hours.

8  Go back to your tippexed sheet and read it through. On a separate piece of paper, write down in

complete form as many of the incomplete words as you can remember (nos. 1, 2, 3, 4, etc.).

9  Check your answers with the text, and note how many words you have been able to recall.

10 Continue the above procedure, building up a file of reading texts, revising continually to increase
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exposure to new vocabulary.

Let us now consider certain sub-skills associated with intensive reading that students will need to
acquire. For example, scanning a text closely for specific information, where close attention is placed
on acquiring specific detailed information (as opposed to skimming a text to get a general impression
of the content, halting at relevant places to scan, if the reader judges it necessary). Scanning also
involves other sub-skills, e.g. the ability to deal with anaphoric/cataphoric (or sometimes, in the case of

certain particularly sleepy students ‘catatonic’ reference!).

Students also need to be taught how to use a dictionary, as much time can be wasted looking up words,
and this in itself can be very demotivating. In these days of electronic dictionaries, however, students

can improve their word recognition (and production) skills by entering a word through typing it.

Intensive reading tends to take place in class, where all students read the same material, usually
teacher-selected, and therefore perhaps less motivating, than student-selected material. As all students
study the same text, suitability of level may be a problem, particularly if there is a wide difference

between the more able and less able students.

It is also important to remember that pre-reading and post-reading activities may be introduced: pre-
reading to focus the students on the topic to be read — this could take the form of, for example, an
introductory discussion of the topic, or an audio tape connected with the topic (e.g. pop-song), weather-
forecast, or a brief, videoed news item, etc. Post-reading activities might include a follow-up writing
activity (e.g. writing a letter to someone directly connected with the text — pop-star, national figure,
etc.), a pair/group discussion of the text, the students choosing and locating a follow-up extensive

reading text, linked in theme to the intensive reading text just studied.

Let us now turn to the question of student evaluation, which may often be a problem. Often compre-
hension questions are totally ineffective, and merely require the parroting of a passage from the text to
produce an ‘acceptable’ answer. For example, the ‘correct answer’ to the following text and question is

easily achieved, but with zero comprehension:
Text fragment:  ‘Colourless green ideas sleep furiously.’

Question: ‘How do colourless green ideas sleep?’

Answer: ‘Furiously.” (Apologies to Chomsky).

Perhaps a more realistic example (though students’ level of comprehension might well equate with

the above) might be:

Text fragment:  *Jon lived in a world of kalaidoscopic neurosis, where hints of immortality collided

continually with the mundane.’
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Question: ‘Where did Jon live?

Answer: ‘Jon lived...’

In this section then, we have seen that the intensive reading component involves examining text in
detail, usually, but not necessarily, in class and teacher-selected, the latter possibly leading to motivation
problems. We have also seen that it may be motivating to include pre-and post-reading activities that
link language practice to the other three skills. Finally, a comprehension evaluation system should be

devised that actually tests comprehension rather than memory based on text-parrotting.

Let us now turn to extensive reading. Extensive reading tends, generally speaking, to take place
outside class. It would, however, be misguided to equate intensive reading as having always to take
place within the classroom and extensive reading outside the classroom. The distinction is textual not
geographical. A balanced program might superficially appear to be so, in that intensive reading in class
is balanced by extensive reading outside class. However, students need considerable help with the sub-
skills associated with effective extensive reading (predicting, skimming, chunking etc.). A truly
balanced reading programme would give the students the opportunity to practise such skills associated

with extensive reading, in class as well as outside.

In the case of extensive reading, texts will be longer, as every word need not be recognized in order
to understand the general meaning of a text. The texts should ideally be chosen by the student, the reason
for reading being (ideally) because the student wants to read. It is sometimes forgotten that enjoyment
is a major reason for reading. The level of difficulty should be a little above that of the student’s existing
level, so that it is challenging but not de-motivating (perhaps only two or three new words a page to
allow chunking to take place). It appears that when we read fluently, we perceive written text in ‘chunks’
rather than in isolated words. In other words, we read in icons and ‘chunk’ words into meaningful sense
groups. It is possible to remember more when we work at the level of ideas, so we do not need to keep
returning to earlier text to enable comprehension. Our eyes ‘bounce’ as it were from phrase to phrase,
absorbing sense groups and concepts as opposed to isolated meanings of individual words. The follow-

ing sentence may be used to illustrate the above:

‘The old man/took his friend/to a karaoke bar.”

A native reader (or ‘fluent’ L2 reader) unconsciously divides the sentence into three phrases or
‘chunks’ of meaningful sense groups. However, before the reader can do that, he/she must have
absorbed certain rules of syntax/word order etc. from an intensive reading program. Le., before one can
chunk ‘the old man’, one must have internalized the rule that the definite article may be placed before
a noun (in this case before an adjective and a noun), and that an adjective precedes a noun (as opposed
to French, for example, where the adjective would follow the noun). Thus one can again see the

importance of a balanced intensive/extensive reading program where different types of skill
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complement each other. Once a certain amount of intensive reading has taken place, the opportunity

arises for the development of extensive reading skills.

If the teacher sees students reading very slowly through a text, moving their fingers along the lines,
word by word, or notices a student’s extensive reader is covered with word by word translations into the
L1, then it is a sign that effective extensive reading is not taking place. The text is too difficult for

extensive reading skills to be developed or improved.

Clearly, then, the above illustrates a valid reason why extensive reading should take place, at least to
some extent, in class. The skills and sub-skills associated with extensive reading need to be developed

with the help of the teacher until reader autonomy can be attained.
Let us now discuss further examples of sub-skills asssociated with extensive reading.

First, timed reading activities. In order to help students acquire ‘chunking’ skills, short reading
passages (e.g. one minute to read) of appropriate level of difficulty (two/three new vocabulary items/
little or no new grammar) are read in class to a given time-limit (e.g. one minute). Students are then
asked to read the passage two or three more times at faster speeds. It is important to tell students why
they are doing this timed-reading activity. Otherwise it may seem to be a pointless exercise to read the
same passage over and over again. Students should also be told that they should not just ‘float through’
the text on later readings without attempting to fully comprehend the passage. The ‘bouncing’ that takes
place should not become some kind of trance-like activity, devoid of semantic content. Unfortunately,
this can be a problem, as it is difficult to ensure proper timed-reading is taking place by evaluating
through comprehension questions. Answers given, may be remembered from previous readings rather

than understood from the most recent reading.

Another important sub-skill, perhaps more usually associated with intensive reading, is guessing
from context. One may approach this intensively, for example, highlighting a probably difficult word in
the text and requiring students to guess the meaning (student’s own substitution/multiple choice etc.).
However, in our native languages we also meet unfamiliar words while skimming, reading for gist etc.,
and it is also important to be able to guess from context when carrying out extensive reading for these

purposes.

Reading for gist (mentioned above) is also an area that is often neglected in a reading programme. In
Japan, much empbhasis is placed on detailed analysis of reading texts, often combined with translation.
While there is an important place for this within a reading program, not all students wish one day to be
able to translate Shakespeare, Dickens or Bronte into Japanese. It is perhaps more likely, that when on
holiday in an English-speaking country, they may wish to keep up-to-date with news events, but time is
insufficient for painstakingly looking up every unknown word in a dictionary. It is possible, for
example, to glean from a weather-forecast in a newspaper what the weather will be like, without having

to waste time deciphering ‘anti-cyclones’, ‘isotherms’ and ‘deep depressions’.
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A skill similar to reading for gist is that of skimming. However, instead of reading rapidly through a
particular stretch of text in order to achieve its gist, one may need to survey quickly a longer stretch of
text (newspaper/magazine/telephone directories etc.) in order to alight upon the particular information
one requires. Few newspapers/magazines/telephone directories are read in detail from cover to cover!
Therefore students will need to acquire the skill of skimming in order to locate only the information that

they specifically require from the multitude of text they may be faced with.

We have seen, then, that extensive reading has an important role to play in any second language
teaching program, along with the associated sub-skills outlined above. It is important to remember,
however, that initially, students should attempt to acquire and practise these skills one at a time under
teacher-guidance. That is, a particular sub-skill should be focussed on. To focus on a combination of
subskills could prove confusing at first. It would probably be advisable to wait until later in the pro-
gramme, before giving the students tasks that combine the above. Such tasks might be, for example, to
read a newspaper to find articles that interest them (skimming/predicting) and to summarize the gist of

one or two articles (which would also probably involve guessing some key words from context).

Let us now turn to the question of at what level of student reading ability reading instruction should

take place.

The short answer to the above is ‘at all levels until the help of the teacher can be dispensed with’.
However, it may be useful to define ‘instruction’. Perhaps there is a connotation of teacher-centredness
inferable here that is not entirely appropriate for all levels of reading ability. While, illustration and close
analysis by the teacher of, for example reading sub-skills such as skimming/scanning/syntactic analysis/
anaphoric/cataphoric reference, etc. is essential, it is also important to ‘guide’ or ‘enable’ the student,
after exemplification, by giving tasks that help him reach the ultimate goal: — independence from the
teacher. Students need to be guided as to how to best solve their reading difficulties, and given the
reasons behind such instruction/guidance. They need guidance, for example, as to the difficulty of the
texts they are reading. Extensive reading texts should not be too difficult. If students are told about
‘chunking’ they will perhaps be more motivated to work with extensive reading texts of appropriate
difficulty.

In the case of Japanese students (and other students whose L1 does not use the Roman alphabet),
reading instruction is necessary at the very initial stages. One only has to attempt to read a text upside
down (the text, that is!) to see the problems of letter recognition to those unfamiliar with the Roman
alphabet. (Dr. Rob Waring, David English House Lecture, 14/5/00).

Equally, all students are likely to have difficulties arising through lack of vocabulary. For example:
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This passage, from ‘The Crocodile Dies Twice’ by Shamus Frazer (S. Frazer *71), 2,900 head words
from OUP Hill Lists, would appear thus to a reader who knows only 230 function words of KEV (‘Key
to English Vocabulary’, English Language Services Inc., quoted in Rivers & Temperley, *78). The
(incomprehensible) text illustrates the necessity of providing instruction/guidance to students re. level
of difficulty of extensive reading texts, and the necessity to offer strategies for increasing vocabulary
via memorizing word-lists, carrying out relevant vocabulary acquisition activities etc. (see above). It is

salutary to be reminded of the real problems that can face students in the early stages of reading.

At higher levels of reading ability, ‘instruction’ in extensive reading can take place through colour-
coded, graded, reading materials through which students can progress (e.g.a kind of reading laboratory),
choosing their own texts for maximum motivation. Some form of monitoring/evaluation needs to take
place. For example, students can be asked to write brief summaries of the texts, answer (meaningful and
relevant) comprehension questions, take part in paired discussions of the story/characters etc. (interac-

tion with the text) while being monitored by the teacher, etc. etc.

The acquisition of reading skills up to near native reader standard is a lengthy process, and
‘instruction’ (the term is taken to include guidance/assistance/enabling) should take place at all stages
of reading ability, depending on the difficulties of particular students, which, may vary from letter

recognition to lack of background cultural knowledge.

Various students have various reading agendas. Of these agendas, some may be more, some less,
ambitious; some more, some less, specialised. For most, the agenda will be to pass an exam, which may
or may not test accurately a realistic portion of the spectrum of skills the teacher considers worthy of
acquisition. The true test of success, both for teacher and student, however, is when the teacher can be
dispensed with, and the students have been equipped with a battery of skills that enables them to deal
confidently with the reading tasks that arise within the sphere of their own particular reading agenda (s).

(See appendix and notes to appendix, below).

The final section of this paper will discuss the advantages and disadvantages of using translation as

a method for teaching reading.

In the days of the grammar/translation method (and these days are by no means over, particularly in
Japan) translation was a keystone in the language learning and testing process. (See appendix, and notes
on appendix, below) The purpose of translation into the L1., however, seems to be to act as a test of text
comprehension, rather than to provide a method or set of techniques for acquiring/improving reading
skills themselves. For this reason, emphasis is placed on grammar/syntactical relationships and lexical
difficulties, initially at sentence level. If these sentences, as is often the case, are contrived (or chosen)
to baffle the student with complicated structures, or would occur only infrequently or unnaturally in
reality, then their usefulness, other than as a testing device, is limited. On the other hand, if the
student’s agenda (or relevant ministry of education’s agenda) is to develop reading skills sufficiently for

difficult works of literature to be read, then translation may be a more appropriate method of ensuring
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that full comprehension of texts (including subtle nuances of meaning) takes place. It is perhaps worth
remembering, that up to the time of the Second World War (and perhaps for some considerable period
of time after that) Japan was a fairly isolated country in international terms, and the need for high levels
of listening and (particularly) speaking skills was less than for reading. The average Japanese at that

time would be more likely to read an English book than have a conversation in English.

However, translation has little relevance when it comes to teaching certain specific sub-skills (skimming,
predicting, reading for information, etc.), and would also, at first glance, seem to have little application to
extensive reading, where skills of chunking etc. require development, and the emphasis is often on reading

for pleasure, as opposed to being tested on comprehension of specific grammar/vocabulary points.

On the other hand, translation may have a useful role at more advanced levels of reading ability. For
example, [t may alert the student to the fact that there is often no one-to-one correspondance between
the L1 and the target language. In terms of reading speed, this is likely to be counterproductive rather
than productive. However, in terms of comprehension, it is most satisfying to be able to grasp a concept
directly via the target language structure, as opposed to an L1 translation, and it is often through the

process of translating itself that the nuances of each language’s expression become truly appreciated.

A translation of a text, particularly with the ‘aid’ of a dictionary can often result in gibberish. (Word
for word translation/false friends etc.). If, however, after translating a text (perhaps in peer discussion
groups, students attempting to decide from various syntactic/lexical alternatives those which best render
the text’s original meaning), one can re-read it with new insights, and enable chunking to occur
according to the syntactic rules of the target language (which may, as pointed out earlier, be different
from those of the L1) then reading skills will have improved in terms of full comprehension of the text.
The student will actually be developing the ability to perceive ideas/concepts directly through the target

language. To this extent translation may aid the final goal of attaining fluent, near-native reading ability.

Also, with reference to extensive reading, bi-ligual texts at the appropriate level may make it possible
to check quickly on the meanings of new structures/lexis. To that extent, slightly more difficult texts

could be attempted by students, without their being held up for too long on points of difficulty.

We can see from the above that the value of translation as a way of teaching reading is debateable. It has
disadvantages in terms of creating a ‘reading/testing’ mind set, which could be counterproductive and
de-motivating. Ploughing through texts chosen for their difficulty of grammar or lexis places the
emphasis on ‘task’ rather than enjoyment. Translation alone does little to directly improve extensive
reading skills, or sub-skills such as skimming/scanning/predicting etc. It is alien to a concept of ‘timed
reading’ for example. However, it may well have a role to play within a reading program, according to
level of reading ability (more advanced), the student’s individual reading agends (s) (linked to a wish

to read works of literature) and may be used in tandem with other methods.

Also, one should not forget that it is not only literary texts that may require translation. At various levels
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of reading it may be useful to translate shop signs, newspaper advertisements (personal ads.), food

labels, instruction manuals etc. etc.

Translation can be made more relevant to student requirements, and may aid the acquisition of certain
reading skills. It can be made use of according to student agenda, and should be regarded as neither

anathema nor panacea.

Notes on Appendix

The appendix offers extracts from the Japanese National Schools Reading Textbook, a weighty volume containing
some 1269 pages, intended for use during the whole span of the student’s school life.

It appears to have been written around the 1920’s (no date printed on book). It has been edited by the Japanese
Ministry of Education (Dai Nihon Eigo Gakkei).

(Pages are numbered not from 1-1269, but (thankfully) are divided into sections averaging 141 pages).

Page 15

An attempt to help young students with illustrations, and aid pronunciation through rhyme and katakana. (With
few native English teachers available at that time, perhaps the only, if dubious option then available. At least some
attempt is being made to address pronunciation). Translations of the text appear in Japanese. The numbered
annotations appear to address word order differences in English and Japanese.

Page 117
Interesting that, although a reading text, some ‘conversational’ English is introduced exemplifying short forms ‘I’
m’/‘isn’t’, along with their long forms.

Page 25

Students are required to ‘LEARN’ the word lists for the word family ‘Parts of the Body’. The vocabulary list is in fact
‘extra’ vocabulary and is not practised in context, although it is associated with the preceding text which introduces and
practises other ‘body’ vocabulary. Maybe there is a place for such rote learning, today (Japanese students appear to be
particularly good at this), although learning words out of context has become unfashionable of late.

Pages4 & 5

At a later stage in the book, this passage illustrates the massive, erudite vocabulary load students were (are?)
expected to master. Grammatical difficulties are minor and few — just past simple active, with one past perfect
and two past passives (verb ‘to be’ only). However, words such as: musket, affrighted, unwonted, spectacle,
Jounded away, fold relief, material array, sublime reverberations, pinnacle, etc. must be daunting to say the least!
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The soldiers and all  their  equipments  wern
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