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What is Graded Reading?

Graded reading (or extensive reading) involves reading a lot of English texts that have 

been graded (or simplified), according to their use of vocabulary and grammar. Language 

learners are introduced to easy language before they move up to more difficult language.

Books at the lowest level are written with the easiest, most frequent, and most useful

words. Then, more complex words and grammar are added at each additional level. 

The goal is to read enough books at one level to develop sufficient fluency to enable the 

reader to move to the next level. In this way, learners progress through the different levels 

until they are eventually able to read native level texts fluently.



Reading in Japanese High Schools

In Japanese high schools, students do intensive reading where they practice grammar and learn 
vocabulary through reading short texts. There are many difficult words that are taught mainly by 
translation.

However, if learners only read this way:

 they cannot read quickly because the text is difficult, and many words are unknown.

 they often have to stop and use a dictionary to look up new words.

 they have few chances to build reading speed and fluency.

 they cannot learn the patterns in English because the texts are short.

 they cannot read at their own level of reading ability because they don’t choose the texts.

Intensive Reading isn’t wrong, but it is limited by what it tries to do. In addition to reading this way, 
learners need to develop their reading fluency through Graded Reading (Extensive Reading).



Graded Reading (or Extensive Reading)

Graded reading involves the following:

 the learner reads large amounts of simple text so that they can read smoothly and 

confidently. 

 the learner reads well-within their current reading ability to build reading speed, 

confidence and fluency.

 the focus is on general comprehension and on developing reading fluency, and not 

learning new language.

 the learner chooses the book and reads a wide variety of things that interest them.

 because the learner is reading a lot of text, they revisit the most important vocabulary 

and grammar again and again, which will deepen their knowledge of it.



Why do Graded Reading?

There are many reasons why Extensive Reading is good for language development. 

• it builds vocabulary. When learners read a lot, they meet thousands of words and word patterns, which 
allows the learner to develop an awareness of collocations (common word combinations) and lexical 
phrases.

• it helps learners understand grammar. Extensive Reading provides opportunities to see grammar in context 
so learners can deepen their understanding of how grammar is really used.

• it helps learners to build reading speed and reading fluency. Developing reading speed is important 
because it helps learners to understand language faster and better.

• it is vital to encounter new vocabulary again and again to learn it. Extensive Reading provides 
opportunities to do this because the learner meets large amounts of words and grammatical structures 
repeatedly.

• Extensive Reading involves reading for pleasure. This builds confidence and motivation which makes the 
learner a more effective user of language.



Two ways you can practice Graded Reading

Two ways in which you can practice graded reading in order to develop your English 

language skills are:

 Reading graded reader books in the genre of your choice.

 Reading graded online news articles for English language learners.



Graded Readers

Graded Readers are books of various genres that are specially created for learners of foreign languages. They may be simplified versions 
of popular classics, contemporary novels, original fiction, biographies, or non-fiction books. There are many graded readers that are 
issued by different publishers. Here are some of the most popular publishers of them:

1. Oxford Graded Readers

There is an interactive level test to determine your reading level. The Bookworms or Dominoes series are designed for adult readers and 
there are seven levels from Starter to Level 6. They also have an Oxford Reading Club that you can join to read digital books. Here is a 
link to their catalogue.

2. Pearson English Readers

There are placement tests on their website that you can download. There are seven levels of books from A1-A2 (Easystarts) to B2-C1 
(Level 6). Here is a link to a PDF guide of their grading system.

3. Penguin Readers

There are eight levels of books from pre-A1 (Starter) to B2 (Level 7).  Here is a PDF user guide to their graded readers and you can search 
for books here.

4. Macmillan Readers

There is an interactive level test at their website. Macmillan Readers are graded from Starter to Upper Intermediate (A1-B2). Here is a 
link to the Macmillan catalogue.

https://elt.oup.com/teachersclub/subjects/gradedreading/?cc=jp&selLanguage=en&mode=hub
https://elt.oup.com/student/readersleveltest/?cc=jp&selLanguage=ja
https://www.oxfordreadingclub.jp/
https://www.oupjapan.co.jp/en/download/materials/detail/oup_cat_jp_readers.shtml?language=en
https://www.pearson.com/jp/en/educators/pearson-english-graded-readers/pearson-english-readers.html
https://www.pearson.com/content/dam/one-dot-com/one-dot-com/apac/japan/educator/PEGR_Grading-of-language.pdf
https://www.penguinreaders.co.uk/
https://www.penguinreaders.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/PR_ReadersHandbook_Main-1.pdf
https://www.penguinreaders.co.uk/books/
https://www.macmillanenglish.com/jp/catalogue/graded-readers
https://www.macmillanenglish.com/us/catalogue


Which Level is Right?

The Oxford Grader Reader website 
provides Level Tests for each of their 
seven levels (Starter to Level 6). These 
level tests are interactive online tests 
designed to help you find the best level 
to start reading at. Here is a link to their 
level tests.

https://elt.oup.com/student/readersleveltest/?cc=jp&selLanguage=ja


Which Level is Right?

There is also The 5-Finger Rule from the Extensive Reading Foundation website, which you can use to judge 

whether a reading level is a good match for you.

http://erfoundation.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/5-finger-rule.pdf


Examples of Graded Readers

Classic literature



Examples of Graded Readers

Contemporary Fiction and Movie Adaptations



Examples of Graded Readers

Non-fiction and Biographies



Online News Articles

As well as the graded reader books, another type of graded reading easily available to learners of English is 

online news articles. I have divided the websites with news articles into:

• Online News Articles for English Learners

• Online News Articles from the Media



Online News Articles for English Learners

1. Breaking News English

There are two new mini-lessons available every week, which can be downloaded as PDFs. These articles are graded as “easier” (Pre-
intermediate - level 3) and “harder” (Upper-intermediate - level 6) and also include comprehension, vocabulary and other activities.

2. News in Levels

Each news article is presented in three different levels, so you can select which level suits you best. There is also the option to listen 
to the audio or watch a video clip of the news story.

3. VOA News Learning English

There is content at three different levels, Beginning, Intermediate and Advanced. The news articles in the Intermediate level are in 
categories, such as Health and Lifestyle, Science and Technology, and Arts and Culture. There are also captioned videos, such as 
English in a Minute, which teach everyday phrases. Here is a guide to this site and here is the actual VOA News site.

4. Engoo

News articles are added every day, covering a range of topics and difficulty levels. The levels range from 1 to 10 from Beginner to 
Proficient. The new vocabulary in each article is highlighted with definitions and example sentences and there are discussion 
questions.

https://breakingnewsenglish.com/mini_lessons.html
https://www.newsinlevels.com/
https://learningenglish.voanews.com/
https://learningenglish.voanews.com/p/5373.html
https://www.voanews.com/
https://engoo.com/app/daily-news


Online News Articles from the Media 

1. BBC Learning News Review

These are short articles based on current BBC news with videos. The key words and phrases are highlighted with definitions and 

example sentences and there are quizzes. Here is a link to previous news articles as well as a list of other resources from BBC 

Learning English.

2. NHK World Japan News

There is a text of each news story for you to read. Also, there is a video clip of each news story, so you can decide whether to read the 

text or listen to the video first.

3. CNN 10

The news of the day is summarized in a 10-minute video, so there is a focus on listening. Underneath each video you can download a 

transcript of the video to read. Here is some information about this site.

4. Vox

Vox is a general interest news site that produces articles, videos, and podcasts with the aim to make complex ideas accessible, so 

everyone can understand the complicated world we live in.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/learningenglish/english/course/newsreview-2024
https://www.bbc.co.uk/learningenglish/english/news_review_archive
https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/news/
https://edition.cnn.com/cnn10
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/09/10/studentnews/what-is-cnn-10/index.html
https://www.vox.com/


Appendix 1

Publishers of graded readers use levels, such as “Elementary”, or “Intermediate”, but the levels may differ from 

publisher to publisher. Fortunately, most publishers also provide headword counts for each level, and these 

provide a more accurate indicator. The ERF Graded Reader Scale uses headword counts to provide an 

approximate leveling scheme for Language Learner Literature, which applies across publishers and series. 

(Note: A headword is similar to a dictionary entry where a group of words share the same basic meaning. For 

example, helps, helping, helpful, helpless).

Source: https://erfoundation.org/wordpress/graded-readers/erf-graded-reader-scale/



Appendix 2

The “Vicious” and “Virtuous” circles of EFL Readers

Source: https://erfoundation.org/wordpress/useful-resources/ertoolkit/
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