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Interactive Reading Community Project: 

Creating a Reciprocal Community of Readers to Facilitate Extensive Reading

abstract

This article describes an extensive reading project in a college English education and how the internet as well as the classroom can create a reciprocal community of readers who express and share their reactions to books and be stimulated and supported by other members. In order to provide an enjoyable incentive for having students read as much as they can, the idea of a "Reading Marathon" was implemented. This project shows the educational value of extensive reading at the college level and proposes an approach to reading for pleasure.
The Challenge of Extensive Reading at College English Education

As a Japanese College English teacher, I have been trying to respond to the criticism “Japanese are poor at using English despite years of learning throughout their 6 years of junior and senior high school and 2 years at college.” In an effort to solve this serious problem, the idea of having students read large quantities of English books was implemented over the last five years. It is educationally valuable having college students develop and expand the vocabulary and grammar learned at junior and senior high school through extensive reading. Furthermore, using the Internet enables us to create an Interactive Reading Community (IRC) on the BBS (Bulletin Board System) Web Site where students across time and place can share their appreciation of books and reflect on what they have read (http://www.sfc.keio.ac.jp/iwc/IRC/). In this paper I would like to show the educational value of extensive reading in college English education, and how the Internet can create a reciprocal community of readers to support and stimulate students in becoming independent readers.

Reading for pleasure
The course is called "Reading for Pleasure.” By definition, "pleasure" means one's wish, will, or choice as well as delight and satisfaction, which implies that it is when we can choose books using our own free will that we can get satisfaction from the act of reading. Moreover, considering the fact that the level of English differs greatly with each individual, there is a definite ceiling when all the students read one book chosen by the teacher. Therefore, it is necessary for a teacher to provide a Reading Library for their students, so they can choose books which are relevant to their own lives and to satisfy their curiosity from a great variety of books.

The Reading Library has the following genres: 200 picture books, 500 graded readers, 200 supplementary books which are written for Japanese high school and college students, and 30 popular manga books which are translated into English. Only the picture books are originally written in English, but if we want to make the reading class student-centered, we need to recognize the educational value of those books which allow the learners to move step by step toward a new world articulated in a foreign language. It is the teacher's important role to effectively encourage their students to feel confident that they can read ”authentic" text as they enjoy reading books.

Aims of the course

In order to provide motivation for students to read as much as they can, a “Reading Marathon
” was implemented at the beginning of the semester. Each book has its own distance attached to the cover (400 words/km), and the students compete with each other to run the farthest distance by the end of the semester. Students read a book per week, but if the distance of the book is more than 30 km, they are allowed to spend two weeks. They can pass this class if they have completed more than 130 km or read more than 13 books. They can get a grade A if they have either reached 180 km or 18 books. These specific numbers are given as a goal at the beginning of the semester. Moreover, as another aim of this type of reading class, it is essential to create a reciprocal community of readers who express and share their reading experiences with their classmates. The following approach was employed to design a reading class to meet these goals.

The element of interaction in learning
In order to make the classroom a place of learning, Sato (1999), an educator at Tokyo University, would argue that the teacher should incorporate three concepts into the classroom design:  interaction with the world (e.g., learning materials or content), interaction with others, and interaction with oneself.  I would like to explore how a teacher can create the three dimensions of learning and point out its educational values in an extensive reading project.
Interaction with the world
Interaction with the world comes through books that students encounter in an extensive reading class. They become familiar with the different genres of books, meet many characters, and experience events in the story. They also learn expressions and ways of thinking which are unique to the English language.

Interaction with others

Students interact with others through book talk and build relationships with each other in the classroom. In groups of five (each week the members of the group are changed), they introduce the book they have read to their classmates for 25 minutes using their native language--Japanese. While they read outside of the classroom, they are aware that they will be introducing the book to their classmates and hoping to interest others in the book. With this in mind, each student will seriously read and interpret the books. Book talk allows students to develop a deeper appreciation of books.
Active listening is a fundamental basis for learning. Participating in the IRC project throughout the semester encourages the growth of a responsive classroom environment where students sincerely listen and respond to each other which creates a reciprocal relationship that cultivates their desire for learning. Furthermore, by talking in a group about their reaction to the books, they express their own ideas about the world, society, and humanity.  As their unique ideas are exchanged, they begin to discover the differences in personality and an atmosphere of learning from each other will develop.
Interaction with oneself

Students reflect on their way of thinking while reading books and through interaction with others. This self-discovery is enhanced by writing in Japanese a reaction report
 about each book that includes quotations. The process of expressing their interpretation of a book will help them reflect on what they have read, shape their ideas and is indispensable preparation
 before they come to class for interacting with their classmates.

The reaction report is not only written for the teacher but also posted on the IRC web site and read by students in other classes and other universities who are deciding on the next books to read. Knowing that their reaction reports play an important role in the choice of books others will read, highly motivates students to write quality reports. Their strong desire to fully convey the essence of the book to entice others to read it will bring out a deep appreciation of the book and enrich its interpretation. 

The three concepts of learning explained above cultivate reverberant interactions in the design of an extensive reading project.  The pleasure of being able to choose what to read according to your own taste and value judgment and being able to express your feelings about a favorite book to your classmates enables the classroom to be an active, collaborative and reflective community of learning
.
Interactive Reading Community on BBS Web Site

Book talk among groups in the classroom is limited in number and time, so the Interactive Reading Community on the BBS Web Site was set up in 1999. Every book has its own BBS where students’ reaction reports are posted, and they can read others’ reports and compare their interpretations. They can also write comments for other participants, which will activate their interaction with the content of the book and their peers without the restrictions of time or location. Here is an example of the BBS of the book “The Giving Tree” where a reaction report entitled “What is love?” is contributed and six comments are posted under the reaction report.

	The Giving Tree
What is love?

--- Love that asks nothing in return
--- Motherly love 

--- One-sided love
         --- Unrecognized love

--- Give & Give

       --- Power of love


BBS of The Giving Tree 

Six universities have joined the IRC for the last five years, and all the reaction reports and comments posted are accumulated every semester. The students who are currently taking the IRC can utilize them as “scaffolding” to understand books independently. They can also enjoy appreciating a book from the many points of view posted on the BBS for a particular book. 

The result of the project

Every semester more than 90% of the students get A’s. The average number of books read by all the students is 14. About 60% of the students have run more than 180km. More than 50% of the students read more than 18 books. They feel a great sense of accomplishment and satisfaction.

As the last report, they write the Last Essay which function as “Portfolios” and play important roles for their evaluation. They answer the following questions (This essay is also posted on the page of Achievement):
1. List all the books you have read according to your favorite.

2. Why did you choose the book as your most favorite book?

3. Pick out the most impressive passages you have read from a book. Explain the context and why you can never forget those sentences.

4. Pick out a book and browse all the posted reaction reports and comments on the book on the IRC. Tell us what you think about the book comparing some reaction reports and comments on the book.

5. Choose a comment from among those you have received which makes you reflect deeply on your own interpretation of the book

6. Class & Self Evaluation

In addition, those students who have run the most distance, have read the most number of books, and have received the most number of comments on the IRC during the semester will be presented with their favorite books on the last day as a reward.

It is hoped that after the project they will try to find English books appropriate to their level and continue reading English books in their daily life.

Reform of reading classes to create ties that bind students together

In this reading class, the act of reading is not evaluated by taking a comprehension test nor is the act of writing about the book being read only by the teacher. Whether the students have read the books or not is not exclusively monitored by the teacher. They are expected to participate in the community of readers and develop a sense of being a member of the IRC through interaction. This way reading, writing, mutual understanding and the construction of identities will become interwoven.

Teachers will design a reciprocal reading environment, which is conducive to learning for inquisitive minds and support the interaction with books, others, and oneself. Based on such educational philosophy of learning, the IRC project will continually improve in order to make the act of reading enjoyable and educationally valuable, and create an abundance of student interactions.

Notes





� Yoko Minai (1993) explains the details of how to implement a “Reading Marathon”


� Richard  R. Day and Julian Bamford (1998) discusses how writing a reaction report is useful as a postreading activity


� Students are allowed to join the book talk in a small group in the classroom if they can hand in a reaction report before the class gets started. A reaction report also functions as a medium for a teacher to monitor their reading and to find “the right book” “for the right person“ ”at the right time.”


� After the book talk, they draw lots. Those who draw red balls will stand in front of their classmates and talk about the books they have read for three minutes. Then they visit the IRC web site and choose one or two reaction reports on which they want to comment. When someone comments on an article, the author who wrote it is automatically notified by email.
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