Why Don’t More Teachers Use Extensive Reading?

(excerpted and adapted from Renandya & Jacobs, 2002)
Select one of the reasons given for why some teachers lack enthusiasm for ER. Alternatively, you can nominate another idea. Explain how you might try to overcome this objection to ER or why you agree with the objection. 
Minimum # of words: 150.
Extensive Reading (ER) is by no means a new idea. However, although many teachers readily acknowledge its educational benefits of ER (Krashen, 1993), in many schools, Extensive Reading is not practiced “extensively” or at all. If ER is good for language development, for building knowledge of the world, and for promoting a lifelong reading habit, why aren’t all teachers using it? According to Day and Bamford (1998), one of the most important reasons for less than unanimous use of ER is that many teachers believe that intensive reading alone will produce good, fluent readers. In intensive reading, students spend lots of time analyzing and dissecting short, difficult texts under the close supervision of the teacher. The aim of intensive reading is to help students construct detailed meaning from the text, to develop reading skills, and enhance vocabulary and grammar knowledge. 
While intensive reading can be useful, an overemphasis on the explicit teaching of reading and language skills leaves little room for implementing other approaches. The intensive reading approach by itself, Day and Bamford further argue, may produce skilled readers but not skilled readers. In other words, students may know how to read but may not want to read.
A related reason why ER is not done involves perceptions of the role of teachers. Are we sages on stages or guides on the sides. Many of us (not to mention students, parents, administrators, and others) are still uncomfortable with the idea of teachers playing a “less” central role in the classroom. In intensive reading, instruction is more teacher-centered in that we are more center-stage in what is happening in the classroom. We do lots of talking and decide what skills or strategies to teach, how these are taught, and what passages to use. In contrast, with ER, roles shift as we not only pass on knowledge, but also “guide students and participate with them as members of a reading community” (Day & Bamford, 1998: 47).

Another possible explanation of why not all teachers are ER enthusiasts relates to the time needed to see results from ER. Vocabulary and grammar often require multiple encounters in order for learning to take place (Anderson, 1996). Some teachers may be impatient or lack confidence that this long-term approach will bear fruit.
Even in places where ER has been incorporated into the curriculum, full implementation of ER programs is hampered by practical considerations, including time, assessment, and materials. I often hear teachers saying that they don’t have enough time to get students to read extensively because they feel pressured by the administration to cover the predetermined materials specified in the syllabus. 
Some other teachers report that since ER is not directly assessed, they feel that curriculum time would be better spent on subjects and activities that students are directly tested on. Similarly, some students shy away from any activities that are not graded. Furthermore, many students search for quick fixes that will result in major, overnight leaps in their exam scores. Lack of appropriate materials arises as yet another difficulty.
One more recent why we don’t see more ER in schools is that some teachers, even some language teachers, feel it is not their responsibility. They may believe that unless they are specifically teaching reading, ER is beyond their purview. For instance, some writing instructors at tertiary level forget about the close link between reading and writing.
Nevertheless …

Despite ER not being universal practice, many teachers are active ER practitioners (Jacobs, Bamford, & Renandya, 2003), because they appreciate the logic of Eskey’s (1986: 21) words, “Reading … must be developed, and can only be developed, by means of extensive and continual practice. People learn to read, and to read better, by reading.” Furthermore, he benefits of ER extend beyond reading proficiency. After reviewing hundreds of research studies in both first and second language learning contexts, Krashen (1993: 23) states:

Reading is good for you. The research supports a stronger conclusion, however. Reading is the only way, the only way we become good readers, develop a good writing style, an adequate vocabulary, advanced grammar, and the only way we become good spellers.

Beyond powerful gains in language proficiency, reading offers more. It offers a richer understanding of the world and a place in the ongoing, worldwide dialogue on a universe of topics open only to those who are literate and who exercise their literacy.  Thus, ER represents much more than a teaching device. It represents a life-long habit, a habit that brings with it the power and wealth that language offers in such large quantities. By encouraging our students to read extensively and showing them how to do so, we help them strengthen their grip on the efficacious tool of reading.
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