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This paper presents the perceptions of 70 English Language majors who practiced paper-based and 
screen-based Supplementary Extensive Reading (SER) over one year at two Japanese universities. 
Students from four (two Reading and two non-Reading) courses practiced paper-based SER in 
semester one and screen-based SER in semester two (using online website, Xreading.com). An 
overall preference for screen-based SER is investigated through questionnaire responses and 
performance data. Insights into differential responses from first and second years, between genders, 
and between students from different contexts are considered as are reasons for the continued 
strong support for paper-based SER. Implications of this research may interest departmental 
course co-ordinators and influence future research programs.

本稿では、日本の2つの大学において、約1年以上の間、70人の英語専攻の生徒が、紙ベースおよ

びスクリーンベースでの〝補足多読”（SER）を行ったことを示しています。4つのコース（内2つはリ

ーティングコース、残り2つはリーディング以外のコース）の生徒達は、前期に紙ベースのSERに参

加し、後期にスクリーンベースのSER（Xreading.comのウェブサイトを使用して）に参加しました。

スクリーンベースのERに対する生徒達の全体的な選好については、アンケートの回答およびパフォ

ーマンスデータを通して調査されます。紙ベースのSERのサポートを継続する理由があるとして、1

年目と2年目、男女間、違うコースの生徒達の間での回答の相違に関する洞察は考慮されていま

す。本研究の意義は、部門別のコーディネータの関心と今後の研究計画へ影響を与える可能性が

あることです。

Extensive Reading (ER) programs are now 
acknowledged to hold significant benefits for language 
students. In a meta-analysis, Nakanishi (2015, 6) 
suggested ER research show they can “improve 
students’ reading proficiency”. Others, such as Grabe 
(2009, 328), claim long-term and large-scale ER 
improves “abilities in several other language areas”. 
Often the focus of a course, ER also plays graded but 

supplementary roles, and this paper is concerned 
with students who participated in what the author 
calls Supplementary Extensive Reading (SER). SER 
remains an ER program and aims for Waring & 
McLean’s (2015, 164-165) four essential elements in 
ER: reading with fluent comprehension, reading in 
large volume, reading over extended time-periods, 
and reading long, meaningful texts. These texts can be 
either paper-based or screen-based books.

Paper-based books
Until recently, ER programs used paper-based book 
libraries of graded readers (GR) that were built-up with 
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financial backing from institutions. Effective programs 
tend to follow four conditions that are outlined in 
Robb and Kano (2013, 245): i) ER is used in a variety 
of courses, ii) students are held to account for their 
reading, iii) teachers assess student performance with 
ease, and iv) books are easy to manage and access. 
These four conditions make ER programs easy to 
participate-in because books are easier to obtain 
and responses are completed in a smooth manner. 
However, it is notoriously difficult to satisfy them all. 
A student can falsify claims about the number of pages 
he or she has read and it is possible to write a response 
based on information from the front and back cover. 
Because of this, many teachers have wondered how 
to make ER programs more transparent and easier to 
track or observe.

Screen-based ER books
Screen-based (e-books or digitised) books are still new 
to ER, but in 2014 a pay-to-access online library of 
GR texts, Xreading, became available. The following 
year Milliner and Cote (2015) reported on their 
use of it with university students. They found that 
students had a positive perception of reading e-books 
on smartphones, but that it didn’t necessarily lead to 
engagement with the texts (p.408). They counselled 
potential teacher-users to take an active and ongoing 
role in guiding, instructing and supporting the service. 
After all, the smartphone is still widely perceived as 
a medium for casual or fun activities.  A call to use 
it for educational purposes acts to confront prior 
expectations. Screen-based books, therefore, are a 
convenient but largely unproven ER medium; paper-
based books, however, are proven as an ER medium, 
yet may have become inconvenient.

Non-ER reading specialists such as Naomi Baron 
have warned of negative effects associated with 
reading on digital devices. They include reduced 
concentration, reduced possibilities of rereading text, 
poor memorisation, and the loss of the emotional 
connection formed with paper texts (see Baron, 2015). 
More worrying for ELT students, Mangen et al. (2013) 
showed how reading on screen-based media led to 
weaker comprehension of texts. However, despite her 
reservations, Baron forecasts digital reading to soon 

dominate certain genres and called for research on 
meaningful uses of screen-based technology (p. 233). 
Some of these studies suggest that the performance 
of younger generations when screen-based reading is 
similar to that of paper-based reading. In their study 
on text comprehension and memorization, Porion, 
Aparicio, Megalakaki, Robert, and Baccino (2016) 
claimed screen-based reading to be “comparable” to 
paper-based reading; Norman and Furnes (2016) 
showed it need not damage metacognitive regulation, 
and Tveit and Mangen (2014), in a study on teenagers, 
described how a majority (and especially males and 
reluctant readers) already preferred screen-based 
readers. Crucially though, they found that ‘avid 
readers’ still preferred print.

Research Questions
This exploratory research sought to discover student 
perceptions of SER after four groups spent the 
spring semester doing print-based reading and the 
fall semester doing screen-based reading. It utilises 
responses from a Likert-scale questionnaire (see 
Appendix A) and student performance data to shed 
light on the following questions:
1. Are students happy to do ER?
2. Which medium do students believe helps them 

concentrate more?
3. Do students prefer to take SER books out of a 

traditional or an online library?
4. Is Xreading useful for university students?
5. Where did students do their reading on Xreading?
6. Which medium would they choose again: paper or 

screen?
Research question 1 concerns SER with both 

media. Questions 2, 3, and 6 necessitate comparison 
between media. Questions 4 and 5 focus on Xreading.

Context
70 English Language majors from two universities 
(hereafter university one and university two) and 
four separate courses practiced paper-based SER 
between April and July 2015 and screen-based SER 
from September to January 2016. One first year 
class and one second year class were taken from both 
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universities. University one students were enrolled 
in non-Reading courses; university two students in 
Reading courses. Questionnaires were administered to 
students immediately after the program’s completion. 
Table one details the respondents in each course and 
divides them by gender. Females outnumbered males 
by almost two to one. The asterisk next to each class 
denotes a level within the institution. One denotes 
low-level and two denotes high-level. Three courses 
were deemed high-level; the Discussion class from 
university one was deemed low-level.

Semester one: Paper-based SER. In the 
paper-based programs, university one students 
were requested to read ten or more SER books and 
handwrite responses to them before the end of the 
semester. Their responses were used in four in-class 
book talks and submitted for grading at the end of 
the semester. University two students followed a 
departmental requirement to read 300 or more pages 
and follow the same book talk and written response 
program. Course content for university one courses 
focused on discussion or writing skills while university 
two courses focused on intensive reading of American 
literature. SER was an external (yet crucial) part of 
these courses, but only essential data was retained by 
the teacher.

Semester two: Screen-based SER. In summer 
2015 the author decided to use Xreading in semester 

two. Unlike with print-based ER, the screen-based 
product, Xreading, automatically provides statistics 
on several variables. Six variables concern us here: 
the number of books read, the number of words read, 
average book levels, time spent on a text, reading speed, 
and comprehension-based quiz scores. Descriptive 
data for these variables is in Appendix B. It shows that 
five times more Writing students (from university 
one) read over 15 books on Xreading than they did on 
paper. The university two first-year Reading class read 
the most books (an average of 24), read the highest 
average number of words (24,608), spent the longest 
time reading (3 hours, 17 minutes), and read the 
highest average level of text, 2.14. (There are 8 levels 
which suggests they read comprehensible texts that 
could be read without need for translation.) For the 
final two variables, the second-year Academic Reading 
class had the highest average reading speed (182 words 
per minute) and the second-year Discussion class 
scored the highest average quiz score (74.6%).

The Questionnaire
The Likert-scale questionnaire contained 33 statements 
in four sections: ER at this university, Assessment & 
Post-Reading Activities, Paper-Based & Screen-Based 
ER, and Online ER – Xreading. It was adapted from 
Dornyei and Taguchi (2009) with the statements 

Table 1

Questionnaire Respondents Divided by University and Gender

Male Female Total

University 1

Discussion (Year 2) * 5 9 14

Writing (Year 1) ** 6 11 17

(31)

University 2

Reading (Year 1) ** 5 15 20

Academic Reading (Year 2) ** 8 11 19

(39)

Total 24 46 70
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answerable via a six-point scale that ranged from 
strong agreement to strong disagreement. Before 
answering, students were informed of the sections 
and asked to query anything they did not understand. 
Having practiced paper-based reading in semester one 
and screen-based reading in semester two, they were 
then instructed to close their eyes and reflect on their 
experiences with both media. The teacher reminded 
them of his neutrality for paper and screen in SER 
before instructing them on how to answer each question. 
Students were given 15 minutes to complete it.

Discussion
Statements relevant to the six research questions are 
discussed below.

1 Are students happy to do ER? Students from 
both universities unanimously stated that all English 
majors should have the chance to do ER. Table two 
below shows that 69 out of 70 students believed that 

all English students should have the chance to do ER.
A majority of students also agreed that ER 

improved their confidence in other English skills 
(see table 3), with a similar number agreeing that 
the minimum reading target of 15 or more books 
was suitable (see table 4). Unexpectedly, students in 
Reading courses expressed slightly more enthusiasm 
for ER than those in non-Reading courses.

2 Which medium do students believe helps 
them concentrate more? A surprising find of this 
questionnaire was that a slight majority of students 
believed they could concentrate more when reading 
on screen than on paper. With the understanding that 
concentration is a precursor to comprehension, their 
perception runs counter to studies such as Mangen 
et al (2013) who claimed paper-based reading led to 
better comprehension. Tables 5 and 6 both show that 
a very slight majority of SER students believed they 
concentrated better when doing screen-based reading.

Table 2
All English (Major) Students Should Have the Chance to Do ER

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 1 5 7 1

Writing 3 12 2

Reading 5 8 7

Academic Reading 5 7 7

Total 1 18 34 17

Disagree: 1 Agree: 69

Table 3
ER Improved My Confidence in Other English Skills

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 2 2 7 2 1

Writing 4 10 2

Reading 2 9 5 4

Academic Reading 1 2 10 4 2

Total 3 10 36 11 9

Disagree: 13 Agree: 56



The 2016 PanSIG Journal 333

Screen Versus Paper, The 2016 PanSIG Journal, pages 329-341

This result merited further investigation. Firstly, 
by excluding the low-level Discussion class from my 
calculations, I re-calculated table 6 and found that 32 
high-level students agreed that paper-based reading 
helped them concentrate better (as opposed to 24 
who disagreed). This suggests that a small majority of 

higher-level students believed they concentrated better 
on paper. Secondly, by focusing on male respondents, it 
was discovered that lower-level males were more likely 
to believe they concentrated better on screen, and that 
three times more males in high-level classes claimed 
to concentrate better when reading with paper (see 

Table 4
The Aim to Read 15+ Books in Semester 2 Was Suitable

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 1 4 2 4 2

Writing 1 5 6 2 3

Reading 1 8 3 8

Academic Reading 1 1 2 9 5 4

Total 2 3 11 25 13 15

Disagree: 16 Agree: 53

Table 5
I Concentrate Better When Reading Books on Paper

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 2 3 7 2

Writing 1 3 2 5 6

Reading 2 8 4 4 2

Academic 
Reading

1 4 5 3 3 3

Total 5 8 23 9 14 11

Disagree: 36 Agree: 34

Table 6
I Concentrate Better When Reading Books on a Screen

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 1 2 2 3 5 1

Writing 2 5 4 5 1

Reading 1 3 5 4 3 4

Academic Reading 3 3 1 5 6 1

Total 7 13 12 12 19 7

Disagree: 32 Agree: 38
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Appendix C). Overall, preferences are equally divided 
but there is a suggestion that lower level students 
– especially males - believe they concentrate better 
when reading on screen than on paper. This echoes the 
findings of Tveit and Mangen (2014).

3 Do students prefer to take SER books out of 
a traditional or an online library? Tables 7 and 8 
reveal students to have a slight preference for taking 
books out of an online library. Once again, the lower 
level Discussion class distort the picture. By excluding 
data for this class, higher-level students gave equal 
support to both systems.

4 Is Xreading useful for university students? 
Table 9 shows almost unanimous support for the use 
of Xreading with university students. Although a few 
high-level Academic Reading students disagreed, the 
majority see a place for Xreading. Given such backing, 
it is important to find out where, when and with what 
students it can be best used.

The support for Xreading is all-the-more-
impressive as the website went offline due to a 
technical problem in late 2015. Table 10 suggests this 
prevented students from reading more books. Even so, 
the vast majority unequivocally believe XReading is a 
useful resource.

5 Where did students do their reading? Students 
today live hectic lives and balance many responsibilities. 
Their need for effective time-management skills is 
essential. Quite possibly, due to the sheer convenience 
of having a library on a smartphone, in SER programs, 
students are more likely to read screen-based texts than 
paper-based ones. Unsurprisingly, as tables 11 and 
12 show, a majority used Xreading when travelling; 
a larger majority, though, used it at home or in their 
rooms. This suggests that both smartphones and 
computers were used. More specific details about their 
reading habits needs to be discovered in future studies.

Table 7
I Like Taking Books Out of a Traditional Library (Offline)

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 3 2 8 1

Writing 3 2 5 3 4

Reading 2 1 7 4 3 3

Academic Reading 2 3 6 5 2 1

Total 7 9 23 15 8 8

Disagree: 39 Agree: 31

Table 8
I Like Taking Books Out of Xreading’s Online Library

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 3 2 8 1

Writing 3 2 5 3 4

Reading 2 1 7 4 3 3

Academic Reading 2 3 6 5 2 1

Total 7 9 23 15 8 8

Disagree: 32 Agree: 38
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6 Which medium would they choose again: 
paper or screen? The questionnaire concluded by 
asking students which medium they would choose in a 
future SER program: paper or screen? Table 13 shows 
that almost two out of three students chose screen-
based ER, which included a majority from three out of 

four courses. Students from the best-performing group 
(Reading) and the lowest-level group (Discussion) 
gave Xreading strongest support. Of equal significance 
was the Writing course students who preferred paper. 
This higher-level class included avid readers whose 
liking of a traditional library is evident in Table 7.

Table 9
Xreading Can Be a Useful Resource for University Students

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 4 5

Writing 1 5 7 4

Reading 2 4 7 3

Academic Reading 1 3 2 4 5 1

Total 1 3 5 17 24 8

Disagree: 9 Agree: 61

Table 10
Problems With the Site Stopped Me Reading More Books

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 2 1 2 5 2

Writing 1 3 4 8 4

Reading 1 6 2 6 3

Academic Reading 1 1 3 3 3 1

Total 5 5 15 10 19 8

Disagree: 25 Agree: 45

Table 11
I Used Xreading When Travelling Around (e.g. On the Bus, Car or Train)

strongly 
disagree disagree

a little 
disagree a little agree agree

strongly 
agree

Discussion 4 1 2 4 2 1

Writing 2 4 1 1 3 6

Reading 1 5 3 6 5

Academic Reading 4 3 1 1 8 2

Total 11 8 9 9 19 14

Disagree: 28 Agree: 42
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Conclusion
An overall preference for screen-based reading from 
70 English Language majors strongly indicates its 
great potential with ELT students. Indeed, as Shimada 
(2017) recently suggested, in a study with Japanese 
students using TOEIC materials, students at Japanese 
institutions may now prefer web-based materials over 
paper-based materials. In this study, it was discovered 
that first years read more screen-based books than 
second years, but that higher-level students were 
more likely to choose a paper-based book than lower-
level students. It also appeared that lower-level males 
preferred screen-based reading, which may be because 
a majority believed they could concentrate better with 
this medium. Inferential analysis of data from this and 
other studies is needed to confirm any age, gender and 
proficiency-based preferences. Follow-up research will 
focus on a more controlled look at student preference 
and performance over one year of mixed media SER 
from Reading and non-Reading-based courses.
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Appendix A
Questionnaire

To answer a question you should tell me how much you agree or disagree with a statement. Do this by drawing 
around a number from 1 to 6. Try and answer all of the statements

Strongly disagree Disagree
A little (slightly) 

disagree
A little (slightly) 

agree Agree Strongly agree

1 2 3 4 5 6

Example:

(e.g.) If you strongly agree with the following statement, write this:

I like reading very much 1          2          3          4          5          6  

About me
Check the below box which applies to you  

Male Female

Section 1 EXTENSIVE READING (ER) AT THIS UNIVERSITY

1. All English (major) students should have the chance to do ER 1          2          3          4          5          6  

2. Doing ER improved my confidence for other English skills (e.g: 
Conversation, Reading, and Writing)

1          2          3          4          5          6  

3a. Since April 2015 I think I spent too much time doing ER 1          2          3          4          5          6  

3b. Since April 2015 I think I spent too little time doing ER 1          2          3          4          5          6  

4a. ER is best used with 1st Year English majors at this university 1          2          3          4          5          6  

4b. ER is best used with 2nd Year English majors at this university 1          2          3          4          5          6  

5a. There were enough interesting books in the library for me in semester 1 1          2          3          4          5          6  

5b. There were enough interesting books on XReading for me in semester 2 1          2          3          4          5          6  

Section 2 ASSESSMENT AND POST- READING ACTIVITIES

1. The aim to read 15+ books in semester 2 was a good and suitable one 1          2          3          4          5          6  

2. It was OK that the teacher did not always check my writing and quizzes 1          2          3          4          5          6  

3a. I like handwriting a response more than answering an online quiz 1          2          3          4          5          6  

3b. I like answering an online quiz more than handwriting a response 1          2          3          4          5          6  

4. If I ‘notice’ a word that I do not fully understand, I keep a note about it a 
journal

1          2          3          4          5          6  

5a.  I liked keeping a journal (or written responses) in semester one 1          2          3          4          5          6  

5b. I liked not keeping a journal in semester 2. It was better to do quizzes 1          2          3          4          5          6  
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Section 3 PAPER BASED AND SCREEN-BASED E.R

1a. I concentrate better when reading books on paper (more) than on a screen.  1          2          3          4          5          6  

1b. I concentrate better when reading books on a screen (more) than on paper. 1          2          3          4          5          6  

2a. I think reading books on paper is more convenient than (reading) on a screen. 1          2          3          4          5          6  

2b. I think reading books on a screen is more convenient than (reading) on paper. 1          2          3          4          5          6  

2c. I think reading books on paper and on screen are equally convenient for me 1          2          3          4          5          6  

3a. I like taking books out of a traditional library (offline) 1          2          3          4          5          6  

3b. I prefer to take books out of an online library (e.g. Xreading) 1          2          3          4          5          6  

Section 3 PAPER BASED AND SCREEN-BASED E.R

1 Xreading can be a useful resource for university students 1          2          3          4          5          6  

2. Xreading has 8 levels of books. It needs more low level (level 1 and 2) books. 1          2          3          4          5          6  

3. Problems with the site stopped me reading more books.  1          2          3          4          5          6  

4. I used Xreading when travelling on the bus, car or train… 1          2          3          4          5          6  

5. I used Xreading when at home or in my room 1          2          3          4          5          6  

6. I had problems with instructions on Xreading 1          2          3          4          5          6  

7a. It was easy to read over 15 books on Xreading 1          2          3          4          5          6  

7b. I regularly read on XReading (one book every 1 or 2 weeks) 1          2          3          4          5          6  

CONCLUDING COMMENTS
If you had the chance to use either paper-based or screen-based Extensive Reading again - which would you 
choose?   Paper-based ER or screen-based ER? 

If you had the chance to use either paper-based or screen-based Extensive Reading again - which would you choose?   
Paper-based ER or screen-based ER?

Paper-based ER Screen-based ER (Xreading)

Write ‘yes’ in the box of your choice     

Write a few words to explain your decision. This can be in English or in Japanese. ______________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix B
1. Percentage-based performance data for university 1

0-4 books 5-9 books 10-14 books 15+ books

Writing (1st Year)

Semester 1* (paper) 16% 41% 32% 11%

Semester 2 (screen)   6% 23%   6% 65%

Discussion (2nd Year)

Semester 1* (paper)   5% 31% 47% 16%

Semester 2 (screen) 19% 31% 13% 38%

*This does not include four books read ‘in-class’ to raise awareness of ER.

2. Raw data from XREADING FOR SEMESTER TWO

Tables on 1 Average Number of Books Read, 2 Average Book Level, 3 Average Words Read, 4 Average Minutes 
Spent Reading, 5 Average Reading Speed, and 6 Average Quiz Score
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Appendix C
1. Male responses (excluding Discussion students) for the statement: “I concentrate better when reading 
books on paper.”

Screen versus Paper 
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