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The little things
Kevin Stein

Clark Memorial International High School

“It has long been an axiom of mine that the little things are 
infinitely the most important.” 

Arthur Conan Doyle (Sherlock Holmes) A Case of Identity

I started an extensive reading program at my high 
school about five years ago. I had read some articles 
about ER and a teacher friend lent me a copy of 
Bamford and Day’s (1998) Extensive Reading in the 
Second Language Classroom, which convinced me 
that ER would provide the input that my students 
desperate ly  ne eded i n  a n EFL env i ron ment . 
As I stumbled through the beginning steps of 
implementing the program, I began to feel that trying 
to start an ER program based on the books and 
articles I had read was kind of like putting together a 
piece of IKEA furniture with those ‘universal’ picture 
instructions. I had a pretty good idea of how things 
should look at the end, but realized I would be making 
a lot of mistakes along the way.

In an effort to make the process a bit smoother, in 
the second year of the program, I began to meet with 
my students on a regular basis and kept a journal of 
these meetings as well as things I noticed happening 
in class. In this column, I hope to share some of those 
journal notes and how meeting with my students and 
observing class not only helped me to modify and 
grow our ER program but also to develop as a teacher. 
I do not know if these interactions and observations 
are novel, but I hope this column might give teachers 
a clearer idea of how the pieces fit together without 
having to tear things apart and start over again and 
encourage other teachers to introduce their ‘small 
things’.

Journal entry, November 7
Individual meeting with Rio conducted in 
Japanese, third year student, weekly timed 
reading rate of 162 words per minute, typical 
book level pink (400 headwords)

In today’s class, Rio had been reading a bunch of 300 
headword yellow level books in class, slightly below 
his current level. I had thought about encouraging 
him to read something a bit more difficult, but instead 
just decided to wait and touch base with him after 

class. While we were chatting, he told me that he likes 
to rotate between difficult and easy books. He said, 
"Pink is a little difficult for me. So I read a pink book 
and then I read a yellow book and it feels so easy 
to read. So I read pink to kind of study, then I read 
yellow for fun. After reading a pink book, I will go 
back and read a yellow book I read earlier in the year. 
It feels easy and fun and I also feel like I understand 
the story a lot better than when I read it the first time."

Reflection 

Thank you Rio for reminding me that before I make 
a suggestion, it's better to just ask a student why they 
are doing what they are doing. As a teacher, I might 
think I know what a student should be reading, but, 
most of the time, that's just not the case. Usually 
students have their own good reasons for reading the 
book they are reading, and if I want to learn about 
how to make the program better, I need to find out 
those reasons before making any suggestions.

Journal entry, November 14
Individual meeting with Yuka, second year 
student, weekly timed reading rate of 169 
words per minute, typical book level green (700 
headwords)

During our meeting Yuka told me, “At first, when I 
read the Magic Key Series and read lower level books, 
I didn’t feel anything. I just read a book and was done. 
But now, when I read a more difficult book like Escape 
and can understand it all, I feel really happy.  It just 
looks like such a more difficult level book. Lately I also 
like to read manga style books. I know they don't look 
as difficult as a book with only words but I like how 
parts of the stories are in the boxes of the manga. I can 
see that the scene I am reading has an ending point 
so it is easier to read. I don’t read manga in Japanese, 
but I do like manga in English. Not because there 
are pictures, but because the sections of the story are 
clearly broken up and I feel a sense of understanding 
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and accomplishment for each part I read.”

Reflection

I'm sometimes a little overly focused on numbers in 
the ER class.  Probably because that is the easiest way 
to gauge how much input a student is getting in class 
and how much their reading skills are improving. 
But the emotional side to reading is also important, 
perhaps more important. We might not want our 
students to struggle their way through a higher level 
book, the whole idea of struggling being counter 
to the ER ethos in general, but I’m realizing that 
struggling with a book is also part of the process of 
becoming a reader. Being a reader means being able 
to judge when you are ready to struggle against the 
tide of unknown vocabulary, when you need to take a 
break and read something a bit easier. It means being 
able to regulate what you read so each time you set 
down a book, you have a sense of satisfaction. When I 
talk to my students, I need to find out what about their 
reading habits is helping them feel those moments of 
satisfaction, the sense of accomplishment that makes 
picking up the next book that much easier.

Class observation, September 24
Two students were reading a book together which a 
teacher at the school had enlarged onto a double sized 
piece of paper to use in her 4-skills class. One of the 
students mentioned to her friend that she wished we 
had more copies of books on large pieces of regular 
paper. It was easier to read a book together with a 
friend. Her friend agreed and said that, for some 
reason or another, it also felt easier to read a book 
which had been copied onto regular paper.

Reflection

Almost any small thing can have an impact on how 
much students enjoy reading. The physical size of 

the book and even the type of paper on which it is 
printed, can make the reading experience more or less 
enjoyable. Having versions of a story with different 
physical properties is one more way for me to provide 
my students with choice in their reading.

At the moment, my ER program consists of two fifty-
minute reading periods a week. The students have 
to read at least 75 books during the school year. 
They keep detailed reading journals which include 
the number of pages read, timed reading rates, and 
a list of unknown words they encounter during 
each reading session. Over the course of five years, 
the shape of the ER program has gradually come to 
resemble something similar to the programs you read 
about in journal articles or books on ER. But for the 
most part, I do not think it is the overall shape of the 
program which makes the program viable, rather it 
was the small stumbling changes I made along the 
way that gradually created a safe environment for 
students to do what they need to do, which is read. 
Knowing when to suggest a student might want to 
try a different level book and when to stay silent; 
paying attention to the physical characteristics of 
the materials in the ER library; helping students 
to celebrate moments of achievement on even the 
smallest scale, all of these small things I have control 
over as a teacher are examples of how, at least in my 
program, nut A eventually found its way to fit onto 
bolt B. I hope you will join me in future columns as 
I share more excerpts from my ER teaching journal. 
And if you have ‘little things’ to share from your 
own ER classes, I hope you will send them my way. 
Because unlike a set of wordless IKEA instructions, 
we have all the wisdom and experience of each other 
to make our ER programs work for all our students.
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