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Beginning to Read Forever: a position paper

Brian Tomlinson
National University of Singapore

This position paper argues that extensive reading is the most profitable way of continuing to acquire
an L2 outside and after a language course. It also suggests that many L2 learners miss the opportunity
because for them reading is a negative experience which provides little enjoyment or success. They
establish a habit of slow, studial, textbound reading at beginners’ level and this habit persists through
the levels of increased proficiency. In their L1 many of them typically read experientially unless a
problem or task requires a more studial approach. But in the L2 they typically concentrate on the
decoding of words in an attempt to achieve total comprehension.

The paper offers a description of the proficient reading process and the typical L2 learner reading
process and suggests a reading programme which aims to help L2 learners to become successful
readers by encouraging them to follow from the beginning a reading process as close as possible to
the one they use in their L1 as a result of establishing experiential reading as their L2 norm and
sufficient understanding as their reading goal.

INTRODUCTION

Most L2 learners spend very little time actually learning the language and many of
them do so only in class time. Many have little contact with the L2 outside the
classroom and after their course. However, all of them could achieve sustained
contact with the language if they had access to books, magazines and newspapers
in the language and the ability and inclination to read them. Their ability to read in
the L2 could increase with the amount of reading willingly undertaken and the
quality and quantity of this reading experience could have a significant effect on
their continuing language acquisition. Many researchers and teachers have attested
to this power of extensive reading. For example, Krashen found that “the amount
of free reading consistently correlates with performance on reading comprehension
tests” (1988: 29). He claims that such reading is a source of comprehensible input
which can stimulate language acquisition (1991: 409) and he has argued for the
potential power of free reading by describing his and other people’s research
(Krashen, 1993). Some researchers (e.g. Horst et al, 1998) have demonstrated that
learners gain very little vocabulary from each extensive reader but Prowse (1999)
has questioned their methodology and Tomlinson (1998d) has put forward the theory
that lexical readiness facilitates extensive reading. Other researchers who have put
forward powerful arguments for extensive reading programmes include Elley (1984;
1991), Hafiz & Tudor (1989), Robb & Susser (1989), Davis (1995), Masuhara et al
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