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ABSTRACT

M-reader is a free Internet site which helps educational institutions to manage extensive reading
(ER). It enables teachers to verify that students have read and understood graded reader books.
This is achieved by students taking online quizzes designed to test their understanding of a
book’s plot and characters, rather than how well they remember the book. Teachers and students
can easily track the number of books and the number of words read. M-reader, established with
the help of research funds from Kyoto Sangyo University in Japan and the Japanese Ministry of
Education, was first made available online in March 2013 and is now used by educational
institutions in 26 countries. In numerous contexts, teachers would like to conduct additive ER
(extensive reading done outside of class time). Additive ER can only be widely used if effective
measures are taken to ensure student accountability without overloading teachers or taking too
much class time. M-reader meets these conditions. It also allows modification of several
parameters to suit the needs of students. This paper outlines some principles of extensive reading,
introduces the functions of M-reader, and reports students’ perceptions of M-reader during a pilot
program for M-reader in English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) classes at a private university in
Tokyo. The authors hope that this paper can be used as a reference for English language teachers
who are considering using M-reader to manage their extensive reading program.
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Introduction

“Good things happen to students who read a great deal in the new language.” (Bamford & Day,
2004, p. 1). Reflecting these words, the last decade has seen a rapid increase in ER in foreign
language programs (Brown, 2012). A growing body of research advocates the implementation of
ER in foreign language programs. Nakanishi (2015), for example, conducted a meta-analysis of
34 research studies in ER concluding that, “extensive reading improves students’ reading
proficiency and should be a part of language learning curricula” (p.6). Further, Beglar, Hunt and
Kite (2012) claim in an empirical study claimed that ER is more effective than other approaches -
such as intensive reading - for enhancing reading skill development among foreign language
learners. In pursuit of this goal, in many cases, students are required to read graded reader books
outside of class time (additive ER).

However, teachers considering the use of additive ER express pedagogical concerns about being
able to judge how thoroughly students have completed their reading, (Brown, 2012; Robb &
Kano, 2013; Campbell & Weatherford, 2013) and administrative concerns about having enough
time to organize ER programs or having enough class time available (Day & Bamford, 1998;
Robb, 2009). M-reader, designed for use by students with minimal supervision by teachers,
alleviates these problems. Moreover, it has been reported that the predecessor of M-reader,
Moodle Reader, encouraged students to read significantly more and to read regularly during the
semester (Robb, 2009). It can be seen that M-reader, an easier version for teachers and students
to use, can be beneficial from instructional, managerial and motivational standpoints.

Background

Principles of extensive reading

Extensive reading is often thought to be best conducted according to the principles of Bamford
and Day (2004) who suggest that students should select a variety of relatively easy reading
material of their own choice, read as much as possible, see reading as its own reward, read faster
rather than slower, read individually and silently, and be guided by the teacher who acts as a role
model. When considering at which level books should be read, teachers should keep in mind the
advice of Nation (2009) that a graded reader is at an appropriate level of difficulty if 95 to 98
percent of the words in the text are already familiar to the reader.

Introduction to M-reader

As a free Internet site designed to enable educational institutions to manage extensive reading
effectively, M-reader helps teachers to verify that students have read and understood graded
reader books. Students take online quizzes designed to test their understanding of plot and
characters, rather than their memory of specific information from the book. Both teachers and
students can view information on the number of books and the number of words read. M-reader
was established using the research funds of Kyoto Sangyo University in Japan and the Japanese
Ministry of Education. It was first made available online in March 2013 and is now used by
educational institutions in 26 countries. Figure 1 shows the site where students and teachers
login.
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View available books About M-Reader

': Hosted bv the Extensive Readina Foundation

Bl A Chrstmas Carol Back to the
Dreamtime
-

Extensive Reading
The fun way to learn English!

14 Nov 2013 - The server has been doubled in size. Please let us know if you experience any access problems.

] New users, click

in' 1| PR LALLM

Login: ‘ ‘ ‘ | here to register!
If you forgot your password please ask your teacher.

Top reader in the past 30 days Congratulations!!

Level0  tomoya hoshimoto Momoyama Gakuin University 12,465
. Level 1 Havashida Naoki . Baiko Gakuin Ur]iversitv 19.338
Figure 1: The M-reader login page. Retrieved from http://mreader.org.
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After logging in students are taken to a personal home page, which is easily accessible to
teachers, enabling both students and teachers to monitor reading progress. The page, shown in

Figure 2, displays quiz outcomes, book titles and levels, and cumulative word counts.

McBride, P. & Milliner, B. (2016). The English Teacher, 45(2), 96 - 105.
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Books read in this course

Reading Report For:

® Don't showmy name to other students

[[] Don't showbeok covers — -
() Showthisname to other gudents: 17—~ ===

Date Rublizher Book title Level P d‘s‘afnmrs% Words :z; Retzke?
[] | 25Nov 2013 | Geford Bookworms | Facshaontas ﬁf]'g" t jo— ,5329—| s220 !
S=ge 2

[ | 191an 2014 | Oford Bogkwarms | The Jungle Baak o fee— [est0 || 11220 ]

(] | 203an 2014 | Odord Backworms | Under the Moan [E:f]'ge ! Pas==d 17150 0]

[ | 20320 2014 | Odard Bockwarms | Love or Maney | e ze0 | O

O | 2130 2014 | Oford Bookworms | #0200 ond e nchaneed | Soget [y py |0 J|ms0 | O
Lamp [4]

[ | 2t3an 2014 _f_:'::’d Reading The Fhying Carper '[';‘]"E‘ g Pac=d 1024 24194 0

[ | 21320 zopa | Oford Resding \iking Adventure level 8 Ps==d [ote | | 25108 ]
Tres [3

Tetal words read in this course: 25108 Total wordsread in all courses 25108

L} H 10 15 0 b 30 35 40 45 0

Your current level: 0
“You can take a quiz now
Select the book that you want to take a quiz on:

Publisher/ Series _
|5e+ect publis her w

Start Quiz
Figure 2: The M-reader user’s reading progress page

Each book cover represents a quiz passed, indicating that a book has been read and
comprehended to a sufficient level. Quizzes are designed not to test memory but rather
understanding of the book’s plot and characters. Each quiz is drawn from a bank of between 20
and 30 questions from which a student receives 10 questions at random, usually in the form of
multiple choice (shown in Figure 3), “who said this?”, true/ false and event ordering. In March
2014 there were over 3,700 quizzes available, according to information supplied directly to the
authors by Dr. Tom Robb, who developed and maintains M-reader.
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G - B) 2 g - egem Ty Took- G-
Question 4 In the story, "The Emperor's New Clothes”, What was the man's plan? -
Mot yet answered

Marked out of 2 Selectone:

' a. He wanted to pretend to have money.

) b. He wanted to pretend to be the prime minister
0 c. He wanted to pretend to make clothes.

0 d. He wanted to pretend to be the king.

13:40

Figure 3: An M-reader quiz question with timer

How M-reader Works for Teachers and Administrators
Teachers have access to class logs, searchable by student name or date (see Figure 4).

| H | View available books School summary My student page Logged in as McBride Paul / Logout

Full class report

Show: @ All quizzes () Checked only () Unchecked only () Include past history oowoad Bl o 10 @
Show entries Search: | |
Usemname Fullname - Date ¢ Level Title PIFIC Percent Words ‘Lotal

lords

tamau-16 1 1 29 Nov 2013 2 The Flying Carpet Passed 84.00 1034 1034

O 16 Jan 2014 1 Submarine Adventure Passed 81.00 890 1924

O 16 Jan 2014 2 Key Trouble Failed 58.00 o 1924

[l 16 Jan 2014 1 The Willow Pattern Plot Passed 80.00 932 2856

] 16 Jan 2014 2 Victorian Adventure Passed 69.00 992 3848

O 21 Jan 2014 2 Flood! Passed 69.00 1149 4997

tamau-1 6 26 O 29 Nov 2013 3 Tim Burtons The Nightmare Before Christmas Failed 35.00 e} 0

[l 2 Jan 2014 3 Another World Passed 100.00 5054 5054

O 14 Jan 2014 2 Michael Jordan Passed 68.00 4402 9458

O 14 Jan 2014 5 Mysteries of the Unexplained Failed 50.00 0 9456

Showing 1 to 10 of 148 entries First Previous 1 2 3 4 5 Next Last

Figure 4: The M-reader class report page

Teachers can also, if enabled by their school M-reader administrator, perform the functions
displayed in Figure 5.

Change student reading level Change student reading goal
‘Changs current kvelis O W | Submil it for checked shudents Set al goals to 10000 s waords Sulomit i for checked students
Password management Give extra credit
Display passwords for checked stude nis. 100 » waords Sutwmit it for checked students
Temporarily suspend quiz time interval restriction Give credit for books that have no quizzes
Alow all students o take o quiz now Pubiisher / Seres
(Expires in | 30 | mirtes) _ Seaect publsher b

Submit it for chechoed students.
Check for cheating

Check Tor hdabing

Figure 5: The M-reader customization menu
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The check for cheating function is particularly useful. In cases of suspected cheating, a teacher
can retrieve data quickly, and label the relevant quizzes as “pending”, allowing time to approach
the student(s) concerned.

Time delays between quizzes can be set so that students are not able to complete several quizzes
late in the semester. This feature also serves to prevent the sharing of information about quiz
question bank items between students. In a study into the use of M-reader at another Japanese
university, Campbell and Weatherford (2013) reported that 80 percent of students felt that the
time delay of 24 hours between quizzes was too long, yet these teachers concluded that this was
probably the result of students failing to read consistently throughout the semester. With this
issue in mind, the time delay function can be used to ensure students maintain a regular reading
practice.

Student feedback

Late in the second semester of 2013, towards the end of the M-reader pilot at Tamagawa
University, a questionnaire solicited student perceptions of the ELF program. Of the 40
questionnaire items, five were related to M-reader. A total of 78 students (65 %) responded to the
M-reader items.

Table 1 provides a summary of the number of books students read during the 15-week semester.
Each teacher set an extensive reading requirement to complete five books and their
corresponding M-reader quizzes. Seventy-seven percent of respondents (60/78) were able to
reach their targets for the semester. Furthermore, these results indicated that 51% (40/78) of
respondents actually read more than five books, which may suggest that being able to select
material of their own choice motivated students to read as much as possible, in keeping with the
principles of Bamford and Day (2004). It needs to be noted however, that one of the two
teachers in the pilot offered his students (representing approximately half of the respondents) an
incentive to read more, which was that he would consider awarding a higher grade in cases where
a student’s final score for the semester fell just below a grade borderline and the student had read
more than five books, a method suggested by Bamford and Day (2004).

Iﬁg Ir‘?ulmber of books read by survey respondents during the M-reader pilot (n=78)
Number of books read Number of students Percentage of students
0 2 2.56%

1 3 3.85%

2 7 8.97%

3 4 5.13%

4 2 2.56%

5 20 25.64%

6 12 15.38%

7 9 11.54%

8 8 10.26%

9 2 2.56%

McBride, P. & Milliner, B. (2016). The English Teacher, 45(2), 96 - 105.
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10 3 3.85%

More than 10 6 7.69%

Not only were some students able to read more than was expected of them, but students generally
appeared to have a positive impression of the M-reader system. A majority, 59% (46/78), agreed
that the system was easy to use, and 72% (56/78) agreed or strongly agreed that they were able to
understand the M-reader quizzes.

Prior to this pilot, in the first semester of 2013, students had been asked to complete written book
reports as part of their graded reading evaluation. Table 2 illustrates how students preferred to be
kept accountable for their ER progress. Some students (38% of respondents) preferred book
reports to M-reader quizzes. When students were asked to explain their preference, a number of
students noted that they preferred written book reports because they were able to practice their
writing skills. For example, one student said: /7 7 CX&E& & x 5 & 217720725 (Iwant
to improve my composition skills).

Another noted, /7 7D S5# THB 75 F & HE/ZF H - /2725 (1 think that it is important
to develop my skill at expressing things in my own words).

;tik;!eenzt responses to the statement, “I prefer M-reader quizzes to writing book reports.” (n=78)
Likert Scale Response Number of Students Percentage of Students

Strongly Agree 19 24.36%

Agree 20 25.64%

Neutral 11 14.10%

Disagree 22 28.21%

Strongly Disagree 6 7.69%

In contrast, fifty percent of students preferred M-reader quizzes to book reports. Some students
appeared to like the feedback they received on their graded reading. Examples of responses are:
ADNEEFHEL TB005L 22020 2702576 (1 was able to learn whether | fully
understood the book’s contents or not) and KD ZEPERE M-
reader /& 5 FHTL Vo€ 51 F 5056 (Using M-reader helped me to understand the
content of the book more deeply). A total of 19 students (13.5%) commented that they enjoyed
the convenience of being able to do the M-reader quizzes. For example, students remarked
that % > A TTE B8, KUEEICITE S FH 75 Z & 73 T& /= (because the quizzes were
available online, I was able to work freely at my own pace),
RERGIFE THRFFDNE & 70 57025 (M-reader allows me to read English more freely),
and 75702 5 /11K S DT, FHFIH THRAS RS DL o7, Fe, ORI ok
(As you can answer M-reader quizzes on your cellphone, you can take quizzes very quickly.
Furthermore, the quizzes were easy to do).

These findings do not necessarily contradict Campbell and Weatherford’s (2013) data which

revealed that students preferred book reports. The authors of that study suspected that their
students had learned how to do book reports without thoroughly reading the books and that they

McBride, P. & Milliner, B. (2016). The English Teacher, 45(2), 96 - 105.
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were also selecting books that were too difficult. Although students had very positive perceptions
of the M-reader program overall, there were some students who expressed concerns when asked
to comment on their experiences using this program. A total of 14 comments (18%) were
categorized as negative, or critical of the M-reader component.

Some students experienced technology-related problems: 72 & X 556>, ZE L 1> (itwas
difficult to access M-reader and it was hard) and % > A 254§ < F/] 7572725 (it took time to
connect to the program). Also, when selecting a new book, students had to check whether the
graded reader had a corresponding M-reader quiz available, and this process appeared to be a
negative one for some students. For example, M-reader /=& 5 A& & &7 DIZHFE 73775 (It
took time to search for the books which had M-reader quizzes) and
A B BARELLRVADBHS DT, 74 X KBS DI EHIR D> 7= T (1t
felt like it was a total waste of time trying to find out whether the book | wanted to read had a
quiz or not).

These comments should be interpreted in the context that teachers had directed students to log in
before searching for quizzes, a step which is unnecessary. The ‘view available books’ tab which
used to be displayed at the top of the M-reader login page (as shown in Figure 1) has since been
updated to become a ‘view available quizzes’ tab, making it clearer to teachers and students that
they need not log in to determine whether M-reader contains a quiz for a particular book.
Campbell (2012) who was investigating the impact of M-reader’s predecessor Moodle Reader at
another private Japanese university had noted similar student concerns, which are likewise
addressed by M-reader.

Concerns raised by a few students about the difficulty of the quizzes need to be considered in the
context that teacher administrators were learning about M-reader system settings. A total of
seven students appeared to feel the questions were too difficult. For example,
FEFIZEEL VJEDRH TS 8T EBRBo/20, 2F S 7R PREITHIR RN Z E D>
T - 7= (Sometimes | would hit a difficult question while doing the quiz and it really troubled
me), & 2 LA#HIZL TIFL L (I would prefer the questions to be easier), and
JHHE S TFEA T MBI ITFUT N X TE 200005 (Itis disappointing that even if |
tried my best to read the book, I often could not get enough points to pass the quizzes).

It should be noted that students may have been reading books too difficult for them. It is also
probable that since teachers had not designated a reading level for each student, and since some
books have titles (and therefore quizzes) at more than one level of difficulty, students may have
been attempting quizzes designed for higher graded reader levels.

Nevertheless, one student noted /Z7&5/Z2E L 7>—> /=73%° 0 731 33% - 7= (even though the
guestions were hard, it made me feel like this task was more worthwhile to do), and another noted
that compared to writing a book report, they were able to feel a greater sense of accomplishment
after they had passed the M-reader quiz (A2 ZEdr DIZH#97 L T, G5 L7Z HLE L1725,
Book report/Z, B F U EH L2 2T H). Two students in the current study identified quiz
question difficulty as being influential in deciding which graded reader level was the most
appropriate for their extensive reading.

Concerns about quiz difficulty were also raised in the reports of Campbell (2012) and Campbell

and Weatherford (2013) at other private Japanese universities. In the case of Campbell’s study,
the author concluded that complaints about books or quizzes being too difficult indicated that
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students were reading at a level too high for them, while Campbell and Weatherford noted that
students needed more guidance in how to choose an appropriate book.

Conclusion

M-reader has allowed the teachers in this ELF program to manage graded reading activity
effectively in terms of both logistics and pedagogical principles. Students in this university
program appeared to have positive perceptions of the M-reader system. The online system offers
students convenience as well as records of their reading progress, facilitating engagement with
graded reader books. The authors hope that further refining of the use of the M-reader system in
the ELF curriculum will encourage students to read more, and that “good things” will continue to
happen.

McBride, P. & Milliner, B. (2016). The English Teacher, 45(2), 96 - 105.
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