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Introduction
Extensive reading (ER) is sometimes half-jokingly called "expensive reading" since it has
mainly been implemented with graded readers offered by the many publishers of ELT
material. Graded readers are termed as such because the text has been carefully edited to
bring down the complexity of both the vocabulary and syntax to a level where English
learners can access the text without spending time looking up words and puzzling over the
grammar. This allows them to read quickly, since another tenet of the extensive reading
approach is that complete comprehension is not required.
This article is a compendium of sites that are possible for students and teachers to use for ER
although at times the texts might be less than ideal. They might be short in length, not
carefully graded, or not have topics that would appeal to your students. This is clearly not an
exhaustive listing and is not intended to be a thorough review. It's a smorgasbord from which
you and your students can pick and choose. The author would be happy to hear of other useful
sites and will add suitable ones to a listing available at the Extensive Reading Foundation's
website, http://erfoundation.org
Students, regardless of nationality, are generally notorious for shunning outside assignments
unless the teacher has some means of keeping them accountable. Each site below mentions
whether some logging system exists or whether the instructor will need to devise some sort of
report mechanism to ensure accountability.

What is "Extensive Reading"?
As the name says, the students must read extensively, by which we mean much more than
most students would normally do in an intensive reading approach that focuses on new
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grammar and vocabulary and aims at full comprehension. While this is clearly needed, in
most schools it tends to comprise the bulk of time spent on reading instruction.
Ideally, these other elements should be present as illustrated in Figure 1.
•

Students read a large volume of material, perhaps 10 times or 100 times more words
than they encounter in their intensive reading.

•

The material should be enjoyable so that students will want to read more.

•

In order to ensure the above, a variety of material should be available so that
students can choose readings that interest them.

•

The material needs to be easy to read, so that the students are not bogged down
decoding the language so that …

•

They can read quickly with a reasonable level of comprehension without recourse to
their dictionary.

•

Extensive reading is not intended to supplant intensive reading, but aims to reach a
balance between the two. Intensive reading is traditionally done in class, although
homework assignments are a frequent component. On the other hand, since there
usually is not sufficient time for students to read a large volume of material
independently during class time, students should be required ideally to read outside of
class.

Figure 1
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Sites with graded reading material
ER Central
http://er-central.com
This is a complete site, with free reading and listening texts from those for absolute beginners,
to a few with 8000 headwords. This is great news for teachers who are searching for texts to
bridge the gap between most graded readers and texts for native speakers. Most GR series end
at around 3000 headwords. Teachers can track their students’ reading progress and there are
optional quizzes. Very useful.
It also sports a tool (Figure 6) that allows teachers to check the less common words in the text
and edit the reading down to their students' level. You simply paste your text into the tool’s
window, set your parameters, such as the frequency list to be used and the rough number of
words your students already know, and it will flag those outside of that range. You can then
re-word those sections in your original document and paste it in once again to check the
results.

Figure 2
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Figure 3

Figure 4
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Figure 5

Figure 6
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Voice of America -- Learning English Videos
https://learningenglish.voanews.com/
While this is billed as a "video site" all of the videos are accompanied by the full transcript
and downloadable audio. Difficult words are defined and in bold in the transcript. It would be
quite reasonable to assign one topic of the student's choice to do prior to each class lesson.
Since the emphasis here is on ER, you might ask them to read the transcript first, then watch
the video, and then perhaps listen to the audio with or without the transcript. Ask your
students which ordering works best for them. Since usage is not logged, you will want your
students to record what they have watched, perhaps with a brief one-line comment. Figure 7
shows a recent view of the VoA top page.

Figure 7
Voice of America - Audio with transcripts
http://www.manythings.org/k/reading.html
The Voice of America created a series of broadcasts in "Special English" on a wide variety of
topics concerning America. While these are accessible from VOA with difficulty, Charles and
Larry Kelly (Nagoya, Japan) have harvested the audio and texts and presented them on their
"Many Things" site in nicely categorized lists. There are individual lists for animals, health,
history, people and a number of other categories. The material is wonderful, but there is no
logging of the students' accesses, so the instructor will need to create a mechanism for
students to keep track of their study. Figure 8 shows just the top of a very long list of
biographies further categorized by each individual's realm of activity.
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Figure 8
Project Gutenberg
http://gutenberg.org
The late Michael Hart, founder of Project Gutenberg (in 1971) was the author of the first "On
the Internet" article, in Volume 1, Issue 1 of TESL-EJ. Since then, the project has grown from
around 100 texts to over 56,000 according to their current top page. The texts are in the
original language, so do not meet some of the criteria for graded, usable ER texts.
Nevertheless, they are copyright free, so teachers can download and adopt them at will,
perhaps employing ER-Central’s Text Helper tool to hunt out and simplify the difficult
vocabulary.
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Figure 9
ReadTheory
https://readtheory.org/
ReadTheory is a free site targeted at American native speaking learners. The site is
"adaptive," displaying texts to the students at whatever level the site determines them to be,
and then increments their level slowly. Each short reading has a single multiple choice
comprehension question. While the site does have a logging system, it is very idiosyncratic.
The students actually have to invite their instructor to view their records rather than the other
way round.

Figure 10
According to promotional material at ReadTheory's web site, the developers invite teachers
to:
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"Accompany your students on a journey through our vast library of reading comprehension
content. ReadTheory's adaptive approach fosters improvement by automatically meeting
learners at their own, individual ability levels. Signup takes seconds and no time is spent
vetting assignments. Progress is shown on an intuitive report, replete with actionable,
meaningful insights. Our program is completely free.
7.4 million students have completed 130 million quizzes on ReadTheory to date."
BBC Learning English
http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningenglish/
BBC Learning English is known for its consistently excellent quality and its stimulating
content. The articles are designed more for listening than reading, but do not have a means for
teachers to track students' access. While the top page is constantly changing, most previous
articles are archived and accessible. Each article has a downloadable audio file (Figure 12),
plus the text of the broadcast as well as one or more activities based on it.

Figure 11

TESL-EJ 22.1, May 2018

Extensive Reading/Robb

9

Figure 12
Adult Learning Activities by the California Distance Learning Project
http://www.cdlponline.org/index.cfm
While this project is no longer active, the material that was developed is still maintained
through a grant from the U.S. Department of Education. The material is targeted at American
ESL students, so there may be topics that might be irrelevant to students in other regions. No
logging system is available. Figure 13 shows just one of the many categories on the site.

Figure 13
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Time for Kids
https://www.timeforkids.com/
The articles on this site, by the publishers of Time Magazine, are graded by U.S. elementary
school grade levels, but each specific article has a dropdown menu with three choices of
reading level, as measured in Lexiles, as can be seen in Figure 14, below. These samples were
extracted from "Kids of Kakuma" for grades 3 & 4, as it appeared on April 20, 2018. The
current articles are free, but there is a subscription service that offers a weekly print edition
and access to the entire Time Magazine archives.
L540 -- KAKUMA, Kenya — Wild animals roamed at night. But Rose Peter still slept
outside. So did the 19 other children she was with.
L660 -- KAKUMA, Kenya — Wild animals roamed at night. But Rose Peter and the 19
other children she was with still slept outside.
L800 -- KAKUMA, Kenya — Wild animals roamed at night, but Rose Peter and the 19 other
children she was with still managed to sleep in the bush.

Figure 14
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Wikipedia in Simple English
https://simple.wikipedia.org/

Figure 15
Figure 15 shows the top page of Simple English Wikipedia. Many of the articles are written
using the 850-word restricted vocabulary of "Basic English", while others appear to be
written simply by the author's intuitive feeling of what is "simple". Thus the articles are not
finely graded but rather 'laundered' to remove difficult words and syntax. Here is a site where
any teacher can actually contribute new texts, as mentioned in the quotation below from their
top page.
Part of the text in Figure 15 explains how teachers can contribute to the site:
"Wikipedias are places where people work together to write encyclopedias in different
languages. We use Simple English words and grammar here. The Simple English Wikipedia
is for everyone! That includes children and adults who are learning English. There are
133,266 articles on the Simple English Wikipedia. All of the pages are free to use. They have
all been published under both the Creative Commons Attribution/Share-Alike License 3.0 and
the GNU Free Documentation License. You can help here! You may change these pages and
make new pages. Read the help pages and other good pages to learn how to write pages here.
If you need help, you may ask questions at Simple talk."
"When writing articles here:
•

Use Basic English vocabulary and shorter sentences. This allows people to
understand normally complex terms or phrases.
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•

Write good pages. The best encyclopedia pages have useful, well-written
information.

•

Use the pages to learn and teach. These pages can help people learn English.
You can also use them to make a new Wikipedia to help other people.

•

Simple does not mean short. Writing in Simple English means that simple
words are used. It does not mean readers want basic information. Articles do
not have to be short to be simple; expand articles, add details, but use basic
vocabulary.

•

Be bold! Your article does not have to be perfect, because other editors will fix
it and make it better. And most importantly, do not be afraid to start and make
articles better yourself"

Paid Services
The two paid services mentioned here are ones that I have personally used and feel are a
worthwhile investment.
Raz-Kids
https://www.raz-kids.com/
$109.95 per class.
This site was recommended by some other ESL teachers so I tried it out. My students liked
the readings and could run through a number of them rapidly. It has a gamified atmosphere
and students can listen to the audio of each book, and take a quiz on the content. A "class" can
have up to 36 students. You can swap students in and out at will, although this would
complicate the record-keeping function. There is a 14-day free trial. Many of the readings
repeat at higher levels with more complex language. According to information found on the
website:
"With billions of leveled readers already accessed across the world, Raz-Kids is an awardwinning resource that provides a library of differentiated books at 29 levels of
difficulty [that] students use to practice reading in school, at home, or on the go. Digital and
mobile access means that students get the personalized reading practice they need anytime,
anywhere. And with easy-to-use online controls, teachers can quickly manage and track their
students' reading progress in a matter of minutes.”
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Figure 16
Raz-Kids does offer a special "ELL Edition" tailored to the needs of English learners, most
likely tailored to students in the U.S. and Canada, but in order to use it, each class must
purchase the Raz-Plus version for $199.95 and then an additional $60 per class.
Xreading.com
https://xreading.com/
Xreading is relatively inexpensive paid service that provides digital graded readers from
many major publishers. It’s the only site that I know of that has readings from multiple
publishers (some of these are listed in Figure 17). The site provides a tracking function that
allows teachers to see their current word count, their reading speed and how well they did on
their post-reading quiz. Audio is also available for most titles. (Disclaimer: The author is a
consultant to this company.)

Figure 17
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Tracking your Students' Reading
If you are not using graded readers, and the site you are using does not have a
tracking/logging function, then you will likely want to create a system for your students to
reliability report what they have read.
Although you will have to rely on your students’ sense of honesty, you could create a Google
Drive spreadsheet with one tab for each student, where they can fill in the title and source of
the reading, the approximate word count and a brief reaction to the content. You can also
create a “Master tab” with the names (or nicknames) of all of your students in Column “A”
with a link in Column "B" to each student’s total on their personal tab. This would allow you
to quickly review their progress. See a sample here that you can copy.
On the other hand, and if you are using graded readers, here is a viable no-cost solution for
you: MReader.org, created and managed by the author (blush). This site, sponsored by the
Extensive Reading Foundation, offers a highly gamified site where the students take short,
easy quizzes on the books that they have read, receiving the word count and the cover image
of each book on their own home page. One individual at each school registers for a site and
then helps the other instructors create their classes and register their students. Figure 18 shows
a typical student page.

Figure 18
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Conclusion
While many readers prefer paper-based books, particularly for school or work-related reading,
many people have found that digital media works fine for pleasure reading, where no notes
are needed and no books are despoiled with dog-eared pages. We will surely see even more
suitable e-material come down the pike in the near future which can be used by our students
for extensive reading. The main challenges are to 1) find material that is suitable for the level
and preferred topics of our students and 2) finding a way of keeping track of what they have
read that does not increase the burden on us already too-busy teachers. This article has noted
how both these issues are addressed through the sites discussed here.
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