
10

The little things
Kevin Stein

Clark Memorial International High School
When I first started the extensive reading program in the small private high school I work 
at in Osaka, Japan, I had all kinds of rules that students had to follow. Students each had to 
have their own book to read. Students had to read silently. Students were not allowed to use 

their dictionaries until silent reading sessions were finished. Students had to write the title 
and level of the book they were going to read into their reading journals before they began reading. Students could 
not rest their head on their desk as they read. I was of the belief that it is always easier to loosen things up in a class 
than trying to impose order on the chaos of a class which had started off without enough formal direction. But with 
extensive reading, I’ve come to the conclusion that the more rules I have, the greater chance those rules will interfere 
with students ability to enjoy reading. So in this column, I wanted to share a few stories about rules I’ve abandoned 
and why I think these abandonments have perhaps made extensive reading in my school more effective than before. 
All names have been changed to ensure students’ privacy.

1. Students must choose their 
book before class starts
I used to require all students to pick out a book and be 
sitting in their seat by the time the chime signaled the 
beginning of class. But as I was heading down the hall 
just before class one day, three students raced past me, 
snagged books off the shelf, and bolted into the room 
to be sitting down before the chime rang. About five 
minutes into class, when I asked one of the students, 
Taki, directly if he was enjoying his nonfiction book 
about different types of medieval armor, he slowly 
shook his head. I suggested he go find another book. 
With a sigh he stood up and headed out of class. It 
was in that moment that I realized that for a high 
school students, the 10 minutes break between classes 
is probably not going to be used in a well-thought 
out manner to choose a book. It also dawned on me 
that for a worn out and sleep-deprived high school 
student, choosing between continuing to read a 
slightly boring book and dragging yourself to the 
bookshelf and picking out a different title is not 
always an easy decision. Now, I no longer stand at 
the front of my classroom at the beginning of class, 
but take attendance at the library shelves. I don’t have 
any hard data to present, but I am almost certain that 
students spend less time leaving the classroom and 
exchanging books than they did before I got rid of 
the must-choose-book-before-class rule. And when I 
ask students directly if the book they are reading is 
interesting, I get many less ‘not really’ responses.

2. Each student must pick out their 
own individual book
and

3. Silent reading time must be 
silent
According to my reflective teaching journal, this 
event took place back in May 24, 2013. Three students, 
Yuma, Tomo, and Karin were all standing in front of 
a bookshelf. They had found a folder of 20 mini-books 
which I had downloaded free off the internet and had 
printed up on the school’s color copy machine. The 
books were not of the highest quality, cheap computer 
graphic images and odd stories about talking sharks 
and picnics in thunderstorms. Yuma asked me if, 
instead of selecting books each, they could just take 
the folder and put it on an empty desk between them. 
I said yes. The end result was that Yuma, Tomo, and 
Karin spent the entire forty minutes of silent reading 
laughing out loud, handing books to each other with 
specific reasons for their recommendations, and 
reading with much more joy than I had ever seen 
before. When class was over, I asked Karin why she 
had liked the books so much.  She said that the stories 
were very silly and that they ended very suddenly 
(which was true). She felt like the stranger the story, 
the more she could just relax and enjoy reading. If 
the story seemed like nonsense, it wasn’t because she 
misread something, it was because the story really just 
did not make any sense. Now my students, especially 
lower level students who might read 4 or 5 very short 
books during one reading period, are allowed to form 
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groups and select a large stack of books between 
them. This has led to students recommending books 
to each other much more often than before. It has also 
led to noisy moments during ‘silent reading’ time, but 
these short bursts of conversation about books makes 
a reading class feel less like a class and much more 
like a true reading community.

4. Students cannot use a dictionary 
until a silent reading period has 
ended
Based on the idea that students who had selected 
a level appropriate book—one in which only 1 or 2 
words out of a hundred are unknown—will be able to 
infer the meaning of unknown words from context, 
I steadfastly refused to allow my students to use a 
dictionary as they read during the first few months 
of my ER program. But on October 08, 2013, I noticed 
a group of three students who were all reading the 
same starter level book, The Fifteenth Character. Tatsu, 
Miyu and Naomi each had their own copy and as 
they read, they would ask each other what certain 
words meant. I thought about going over to them and 
explaining that asking each other about the meaning 
of a word was the same as using a dictionary and that 
the point of our reading class was not to focus on the 
words you don’t know, but pay extra attention to the 
words you do know. Then a strange thing happened. 
When asked, Miyu said she didn’t know what a word 
meant exactly but took a guess at the meaning. Tatsu 
gave a completely incorrect meaning for a different 
word. And then there were words which none of the 
students knew and yet none of them reached for a 
dictionary. When I talked with the three students after 
class, I learned that Naomi knew that the incorrect 
meaning Tatsu had given her for her word had been 
incorrect. She said she had basically figured out the 
meaning before she asked and just wanted to check if 
she had been correct. I asked the students if they were 
allowed to use dictionaries, what they would mostly 
use them for. They all agreed that most of the time 
they wouldn’t use them, but when they did, it would 
be to check and make sure that a meaning they had 
guessed was correct or not. Naomi said she might 
use it to go back and look up words if she really got 
confused while reading, wanted to understand the 
story, and felt her lack of understanding was because 
of a few words and phrases and not because the 
story itself was confusing. It seemed like the students 

would use a dictionary in the same way they had 
used each other as a resource during class. And while 
I realized there might be some risk of students using 
dictionaries in place of trying to infer meaning, I also 
felt I could always talk to students who seemed to  be 
overly reliant on their dictionaries. 

5. Read in the way that makes 
reading a comfortable and natural 
experience
So this is the rule, the only rule, which I’ve been left 
with. At this point I even let students lean their heads 
on their desks as they read even though they fall 
asleep about 20% of the time. Why? Because I also 
love, after a big meal, to soporifically read like this 
at the living room table. And just as my wife gently 
shakes me awake and I happily keep reading, all it 
takes is a nudge of a student to bring them back to 
their book. 

ER is about providing students with a chance to 
read books that they can understand and which they 
are interested in. Our students learn how reading can 
be an act of pleasure, joy even. There are all kinds of 
wonderful benefits that accrue to the students through 
this process. But it is the process of reading itself that 
matters most. As all book lovers know, reading is 
often a private, and always a personal act. Setting up 
strict rules for how that process must play out for all 
students within each and every class does very little 
towards helping students learn for themselves what 
it means to become a reader. And in the end, that is a 
journey each student must make themselves, creating 
their own rules, one step at a time.
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