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as well. Kormos also found little difference in grammatical and lexical error self-repairs (16.9% and 
14.2% respectively), which is similar in some ways to the findings in the present study.  

The little data available that specifically focuses on learner self-correction in a CMC environment 
suggests that learners do self-correct in an SCMC task-based setting, perhaps due to a heightened degree 
of noticing, which is fostered by the SCMC environment itself. Second, learners tend to focus on errors 
rather than appropriateness issues when engaged in SISR and virtually no "different" and "rest" points. 
Third, learners seem to correct grammatical points more often than lexical points, though this difference 
was not statistically significant.  

Though it is normally of little value to compare CALL with face-to-face studies, it is interesting to note 
the pronounced differences in what learners seem to self-correct across the two environments. Taken 
together, the face-to-face self-repair literature seems to show a clear preference for lexical self-repairs 
over grammatical self-repairs, precisely the opposite of that found in most of the SCMC studies. The 
question, then, is why this may be so. 

Written communication normally affords more opportunity for attention to form, whereas spoken 
language often occurs under more time pressure to achieve fluency (Chapelle, 2003). The SCMC 
interaction allows for more processing time, which is conducive to focusing on form. The visual saliency 
of the text as well as the permanency of the written word, which enables one to review the previous 
"utterances," allows learners to focus their attention on the formal aspects of their output without 
disrupting the flow of communication.  

Context Influencing the Nature of Self-Correction 

Linguistic context 

It is not surprising that self-repair of grammar-related problems is so common in the data given the 
relatively high percentage of morphological errors made by the learners. Aside from the noted potential 
for the CMC environment to enhance a focus on form, it may also be that errors that do not require a 
major restructuring of the utterance, but rather merely need to apply simple rules of grammar (as do 
morphological errors) are more likely to be self-corrected by L2 speakers (Kormos, 2000). In the SCMC 
environment this condition may be enhanced as these relatively "minor" morphological errors are 
rendered more salient due largely to their "permanence" on the screen. This may help explain why Table 
3 shows nearly a 2:1 ratio of the number of morphological errors self-repaired to the number of syntactic 
errors repaired in the Camtasia condition.  

Classroom Context 

The nature of the language instruction that the learners are used to may influence what they choose to 
self-correct. For example, if learners receive instruction that stresses the importance of grammatical 
accuracy in successful communication and students regard grammatical errors as serious flaws in their 
performance, they may make an effort to correct their grammatical errors. This notion is supported by 
Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei (1998), who found that grammatical errors were more salient for L2 speakers 
in a foreign language setting than for L2 learners in a naturalistic environment. The students in the present 
study fall clearly into the former category. 

There may also be a complex combination of L1 and L2 linguistic, classroom, and cultural influences that 
come together to influence the nature of SISR. Shonerd (1994) notes the seeming selectivity of learner 
self-repair and suggests the nature of self-repair may be culturally bound. His Japanese L1 speakers made 
more morphological and syntactic self-repairs of their English usage and fewer lexical and pronunciation 
repairs than did other L1 groups. In terms of the present data, there were numerous SISRs that involved 
the capitalization of German nouns. As mentioned, these SISRs were coded as lexical errors. The 
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interaction of German and English linguistic factors and the classroom cultural context may have come 
together to influence the nature of SISRs in this study.  

Limitations of the Current Study 

Perhaps the clearest limitation of the current findings is the small sample size (n=8) from which the data 
are drawn. Thus, it is hard to generalize from these data. However, the choice was made from the outset 
to include only those chat records which contained hard copy evidence of SISR. This resulted in a low 
pool of participants (much lower than actually took part in the study) from which the self-repair data was 
drawn. Indeed, this is the only way to really make the comparisons needed to answer research question 1, 
which asked whether the hard copy transcript of chat interactions would differ significantly from a 
Camtasia-enabled transcript. 

Perhaps another limitation was that the interaction was not anonymous. The role of anonymity in CMC 
interaction is well established (Zhao, 1998). It could be that knowing who one's interlocutor is has some 
effect on the amount and nature of one's SISR. For example, it could be that knowing the identity of one's 
interlocutor may affect whether or not one self corrects depending on the learner's relationship to that 
interlocutor. This is an empirical question that could be taken up in future research. 

Another limitation is that the tasks learners completed each week, while conforming broadly to Pica, 
Kanagy, and Falondon's (1993) jigsaw task type, were slightly different, which may have influenced the 
nature of the SISRs. In addition to the large body of literature on the effect of task type on learner 
interaction, the self-repair literature also suggests that the frequency and type of self-repair is affected by 
the task structure (see, for example, van Lier, 1988). It would be interesting to test van Hest's (1996) 
assertion that those tasks requiring more precise expression will result in more A-repair. A first step in 
this work would be to establish what exactly draws out "more precise" expression in an SCMC context 
that goes beyond the "precision" elicited by the CMC medium itself. 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS  

The results of this study suggest that relying on printed chat logs alone when analyzing SCMC data is a 
very tenuous undertaking. The recommendation here is to abandon this practice in CMC research in favor 
of one similar to that presented in this study, at least when data salient to the specific area of inquiry may 
be lost. 

Future inquiry using this methodology may include exploring the influence of classroom context on the 
type of self-correction. It would be interesting to see if, for example, learners accustomed to a 
communicative classroom context engage in a different type of SISR than those learners who are used to 
more structure-oriented contexts. Second, because there seems to be a trend toward learners self-repairing 
grammatical points rather than lexical ones in a SCMC environment, it would be interesting to explore 
this notion further with larger numbers of students perhaps across various target languages. As it stands, 
there is a theoretical rationale to explain this occurrence as well as some empirical evidence to support it, 
but the data are far from conclusive. Third, the SCMC medium may itself influence the nature of SISR. 
One artifact of this medium is the ability learners have of scrolling back in the chat text to review 
previous messages. Indeed, Lai & Zhao (2006) base some of their predictions on this assumption. Though 
such occurrences in an SCMC setting are well established, the influence of this feature of SCMC 
interaction has not specifically been shown to directly impact the nature or amount of SISR. Future 
research may wish to explore this idea more explicitly. Finally, it seems that existing models of SISR are 
insufficient to account for what occurs in an SCMC context. A model of SISR specific to the SCMC 
context would be helpful for future inquiry into this important area of applied linguistics. 
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NOTES 

1. Self-repair in this paper is considered synonymous with self-initiated self-completed correction. Self 
repair and self-correction are used interchangeably. 

2. As one reviewer points out, in true covert repair learners may engage in hypothesis testing in their 
minds as evidenced in some think aloud protocols. However, I argue that CMCovert self-repair is indeed 
unique in that in an SCMC environment we often see many lengthy and embedded self-repairs, whereas 
in a face-to-face environment these are often shorter, more direct, and immediate. 

3. The number of words produced by each individual was used when calculating this figure and not the 
total words produced by the dyad. 

 



Bryan Smith Methodological Hurdles in Capturing CMC Data 
 

Language Learning & Technology 100 

APPENDIX 

SCMC Coding Scheme 

Coding symbol Meaning Explanation 

 
strikethrough 

Indicates text that has been 
typed and subsequently 
deleted before message is 
sent. 

Strikethrough shows messages or parts of messages 
that a learner has typed but deleted before sending 
the final message. None of the strikethrough text 
appears on the screen of the interlocutor nor on the 
hard copy of the chat log. 

 
Black bar + 
underline ▌ 

 

Indicates text with embedded 
deletion has been deleted. 
Black vertical bar indicates 
where deletion begins. 
Deleted text is underlined to 
the left of the bar. 

Black bar + underline is used when a message or 
part of a message which already has some deleted 
sections is subsequently deleted in its entirety. This 
coding allows the acknowledgment of deletions of 
text with embedded deletions.  

 
 

[post-hoc inserted 
text] 

 

Indicates that the text within 
the brackets has been 
inserted at a later point in the 
message. 

Note: A second, third, etc. occurrence of post-hoc 
inserted text is signified with double/triple brackets 
respectively [[text]], [[[text]]].   

 
[post-hoc deleted 

text] 

Indicates that the deleted text 
within the brackets was 
deleted at a later point in the 
message. 

Note: A second, third, etc. occurrence of post-hoc 
deleted text is signified with double/triple brackets 
respectively [[text]], [[[text]]].   

 
[+] 

Indicates the point in the 
message at which the [post-
hoc inserted text] was 
inserted.  

Note: The point in the message at which a second, 
third, etc. post-hoc insertion is made is signified 
with double/triple brackets respectively [[+]], 
[[[+]]].  

 
[-] 

Indicates the point in the 
message at which the [post-
hoc deleted text] was 
deleted. 

Note: The point in the message at which a second, 
third, etc. post-hoc deletion is made is signified with 
double/triple brackets respectively [[-]], [[[-]]]. 

 
[+/-] 

Indicates the point in the 
message at which a correction 
was made. 

This code is used for short one or two character 
corrections such as for capitalization, spelling, typos, etc. 
This code eliminates the need for using the more lengthy 
[-][+] in sequence.  

 
 

[line number] 
 

Example: [3] 

Indicates the point in text 
currently being typed but not 
yet sent where a new line 
from the interlocutor appears 
on the screen of the target 
participant.  

Often a line from the interlocutor will appear on the 
screen mid-way through a message which is in the 
process of being typed. This code indicates both the 
point at which this new message appears and its line 
number on the chat log/chatscript. For example in 
the chat text below Jordan's line 3 appears while 
Katarina is typing line 6. Specifically, it occurs 
immediately after Katarina types the word "nimmt". 

 

 

 



Bryan Smith Methodological Hurdles in Capturing CMC Data 
 

Language Learning & Technology 101 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The author wishes to thank the following people (in alphabetical order). Shana Bell, Jamison Gray, Peter 
Lafford, and, of course, the participants in the study. Also, many thanks go out to the reviewers and those 
at LLT for such insightful suggestions and close reading of the manuscript. 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Bryan Smith is Assistant Professor of Educational Linguistics at Arizona State University. His research 
interests include language learner interaction and computer-mediated communication in the 
second/foreign language classroom. 

Email: bryansmith@asu.edu 

 

REFERENCES 

Bardovi-Harlig, K., & Dornyei, Z. (1998). Do language learners recognize pragmatic violations? 
Pragmatic versus grammatical awareness in instructed L2 learning. TESOL Quarterly, 32, 233-262.  

Buckwalter, P. (2001). Repair sequences in Spanish L2 dyadic discourse: A descriptive study. The 
Modern Language Journal, 85, 380-397.  

Camps, J. (2003). The analysis of oral self-correction as a window into the development of past time 
reference in Spanish. Foreign Language Annals, 36, 233-242.  

Chapelle, C. (2003). English language learning and technology: Lectures on applied linguistics in the age 
of information and communication technology. Philadelphia: John Benjamins.  

Doughty, C., & J. Williams. (Eds.). (1998). Focus on form in classroom second language acquisition. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Fathman, A. (1980). Repetition and correction as an indication of speech planning and execution 
processes among second language learners. In H. Dechert, & M. Raupach (Eds.), Towards a cross-
linguistic assessment of speech production (pp. 77-85). Frankfurt: Lang. 

Foster, P., & Ohta, A. S. (2005). Negotiation for meaning and peer assistance in second language 
classrooms. Applied Linguistics, 26, 402-430. 

Gass, S. M., & Mackey, A. (2000). Stimulated recall methodology in second language research. Mahwah, 
NJ: Erlbaum Associates. 

Izumi, S. (2003). Comprehension and production processes in second language learning: In search of the 
psycholinguistic rationale of the output hypothesis. Applied Linguistics, 24, 168-196.  

Jepson, K. (2005). Conversations and negotiated interaction in text and voice chatrooms. Language 
Learning & Technology, 9(3), 79-98.  

Kormos, J. (1999). Monitoring and self-repair in L2. Language Learning, 49, 303-342.  

Kormos, J. (2000). The role of attention in monitoring second language speech production. Language 
Learning, 50, 343-384.  

Lai, C., & Zhao, Y. (2006). Noticing and text-based chat. Language Learning & Technology, 10(3), 102-
120.  



Bryan Smith Methodological Hurdles in Capturing CMC Data 
 

Language Learning & Technology 102 

Lee, L. (2002). Synchronous online exchanges: A study of modification devices on non-native discourse. 
System, 30, 275-288.  

Lennon, P. (1990). Investigating fluency in EFL: A quantitative approach. Language Learning, 40, 387-
417. 

Levelt, W. (1983). Monitoring and self-repair in speech. Cognition, 14, 41-104. 

Long, M.H., & Robinson, P. (1998). Focus on form: Theory, research, and practice. In C. Doughty & J. 
Williams (Eds.), Focus on form in classroom SLA (pp. 15-41). New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Ohta, A. S. (2001). Second language acquisition processes in the classroom setting. Learning Japanese. 
Mahweh, NJ: Erlbaum Associates. 

Pellettieri, J. (1999). Why-talk? Investigating the role of task-based interaction through synchronous 
network-based communication among classroom learners of Spanish. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
University of California, Davis. 

Pica, T., Kanagy, R., & Falodun, J. (1993). Choosing and using communication tasks for second language  
research and instruction. In G. Crookes & S. M. Gass (Eds.), Tasks and second language learning (pp. 9–
34). Clevedon, UK: Multilingual Matters. 

Postma, A., & Kolk, H. (1992). The effects of noise masking and required accuracy on speech errors, 
disfluencies, and self-repairs. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research, 35, 537-544.  

Poulisse, N. (1997). Compensatory strategies and the principles of clarity and economy. In G. Kasper & E. 
Kellerman, Communication strategies: Psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic perspectives (pp. 49-64). 
London: Longman. 

Schmidt, R. (1993). Awareness and second language acquisition. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 
13, 206–226. 

Shehadeh, A. (2002). Comprehensible output, from occurrence to acquisition: An agenda for acquisitional 
research. Language Learning, 52, 597-647. 

Shehadeh, A. (2001). Self-and other-initiated modified output during task-based interaction. TESOL 
Quarterly, 35, 433-457.  

Shehadeh, A. (1999). Non-native speakers' production of modified comprehensible output and second 
language learning. Language Learning, 49, 627-675. 

Shonerd, H. (1994). Repair in spontaneous speech: A window on second language development. In V. 
John-Steiner, C. Panofsky & L. W. Smith, (Eds.) Sociocultural approaches to language and literacy: An 
interactionist perspective (pp. 82-108). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Smith, B. (2004). Computer-mediated negotiated interaction and lexical acquisition. Studies in Second 
Language Acquisition, 26, 365-398. 

Smith, B. (2005). The relationship between negotiated interaction, learner uptake, and lexical acquisition 
in task-based computer-mediated communication. TESOL Quarterly, 39, 33-58.  

Smith, B., & Gorsuch, G. J. (2004). Synchronous computer mediated communication captured by 
usability lab technologies: New interpretations. System, 32, 553-575.  

Swain, M. K. (1985). Communicative competence: Some roles of comprehensible input and 
comprehensible output in its development. In S. M. Gass & C. G. Madden (Eds.), Input in second 
language acquisition (pp. 235–253). Rowley, MA: Newbury House. 



Bryan Smith Methodological Hurdles in Capturing CMC Data 
 

Language Learning & Technology 103 

Swain, M. (2001). Integrating language and content teaching through collaborative tasks. Canadian 
Modern Language Review, 58, 44-63.  

Swain, M. (2005). The output hypothesis: Theory and research. In E. Hinkel (Ed.), Handbook on research 
in second language teaching and learning (pp. 471-484). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.  

Swain, M., & Lapkin, S. (1995). Problems in output and the cognitive processes they generate: A step 
towards second language learning. Applied Linguistics, 16, 371-391.  

van Hest, E. (1996). Self-repair in L1 and L2 production. Tilburg: Tilburg University Press. 

van Lier, L. (1988). The classroom and the language learner. New York: Longman. 

Verhoeven, L. T. (1989). Monitoring in children's second language speech. Second Language Research, 5, 
141-155.  

Wouk, F. (2005). The syntax of repair in Indonesian. Discourse Studies, 7, 237-258.  

Zhao, Y. (1998). The effects of anonymity on peer review. International Journal of Educational 
Telecommunication, 4, 311-346. 

 



Language Learning & Technology 
http://llt.msu.edu/vol12num1/mcquillan 

February 2008, Volume 12, Number 1 
pp. 104-108 

 

Copyright © 2008, ISSN 1094-3501 104 

COMMENTARY: CAN FREE READING TAKE YOU ALL THE WAY? A 
RESPONSE TO COBB (2007) 

Jeff McQuillan 
Center for Educational Development 
Stephen D. Krashen 
University of Southern California 
 

Cobb (2007) argues that free reading cannot provide L2 readers with sufficient opportunities for acquiring 
vocabulary in order to reach an adequate level of reading comprehension of English texts.  In this paper, 
we argue that (1) Cobb severely underestimates the amount of reading even a very modest reading habit 
would afford L2 readers, and therefore underestimates the impact of free reading on L2 vocabulary 
development; and (2) Cobb’s data show that free reading is in fact a very powerful tool in vocabulary 
acquisition. 

COBB'S CLAIM: FREE READING IS NOT SUFFICIENT 

Krashen (1989, 2004) and others have argued that free reading is a major contributor to vocabulary 
development among both first and second language readers (see also McQuillan, 1998).  Free and 
extensive reading advocates have claimed that such reading can and does provide acquirers with sufficient 
resources to reach a high level of literacy development.  

Cobb (2007) claims, however, that free reading cannot possibly provide sufficient opportunities for L2 
readers to reach high level of vocabulary acquisition, of going "all the way" to the state of a fluent adult 
L2 reader.  Cobb cites evidence showing that vocabulary acquisition requires a minimum of six to ten 
exposures to a word family, and that the minimal number of word families required for comprehension of 
non-specialist materials in English is 3000 to 5000, depending on which estimate is used (2007, p. 41).  
For this study, Cobb used the low end of these estimates (six exposures to a word family, 3000 word 
family level). 

Cobb analyzed how frequently vocabulary occurred in three subsets of a corpus of academic, fiction, and 
newspaper texts, each subset containing between 163,000 and 179,000 words, in order to determine if 
words occur in sufficient frequency for acquisition (see Table 1). (Cobb explains that the newspaper 
sample is about 100 pages of newspaper reading, the academic sample about 17 scientific papers, and the 
fiction sample about six stories the size of Alice in Wonderland.)  Cobb estimated that in a "year or two" 
of language study, a student could read the equivalent of one of these three subsets, or roughly 175,000 
words (p. 41).  He considered this to be an "optimistic" estimate. 

Table 1. Number of Words in Each Sample 

Subset Words in Sample 
Press 179,000 
Academic 163,000 
Fiction 175.000 
Total 517,000 

 

Cobb then randomly selected ten word families each from of the 1000, 2000, and 3000 most frequently 
appearing word families in English and determined how many times those families appear at each level 
for each of the three genres of reading material.  Using corpus analysis, he found that while the frequency 
of recurrence for the 10 word families would probably be sufficient at the 1000 word level for any of the 
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three genres, free reading would be insufficient to attain the 2000 and 3000 word level. As illustrated in 
Table 2 (from Cobb, Table 1), one word out of the sample of ten does not appear often enough in 
newspapers, two out of ten in academic writing, and three out of ten in fiction.  

Table 2. Results for 2000 Word Frequency Word Families: Frequency of Occurrence (From Cobb, 2007, 
Table 1) 

 Press Academic Fiction Total 
persua' 17 3 7 27 
grade' 14 25 8 47 
technolog' 9 8 0 17 
moon' 6 27 31 64 
wire' 3 5 20 28 
maintain' 16 49 6 71 
analy' 12 129 4 145 
drama' 40 14 8 62 
depress' 14 7 9 30 
sue' 8 7 1 16 
Threshold 9 8 7 10 

 

The situation is even more serious at the 3000 word level, with six out of ten failing to make the 
minimum threshold of six occurrences in the press corpus, eight out of ten in the academic corpus, and 
five out of ten in the fiction corpus (Table 3). 

Table 3. Results for 3000 Word Frequency Word Families: Frequency of Occurrence (From Cobb, 2007, 
Table 1) 

 Press Academic Fiction Total 
irritat' 3 0 6 9 
millimeter’ 0 0 0 0 
urgen' 7 1 7 15 
transmi' 5 9 1 15 
chew' 0 0 3 3 
naked’ 2 1 18 21 
civiliz' 5 12 12 29 
contest’ 15 1 4 20 
charm’ 10 1 12 23 
prompt' 6 4 5 15 
Threshold 4 3 5 8 

 

Cobb thus concluded that "even the largest plausible amounts of free reading will not take the learner very 
far in the 3000-family zone" (p. 44).  

CRITIQUE AND REINTERPRETATION OF COBB'S DATA 

Cobb’s analysis suffers from two major problems.  First, the amount of reading that Cobb proposes as 
"optimistic" is, in fact, pessimistic in the extreme. The number of words read is a product of time spent 
reading and reading rate. Table 4 summarizes the results from 11 studies that have reported L2 reading 
rates with readers from a variety of L1 backgrounds in both EFL and ESL settings. Fraser (2007) 
summarizes the results of several studies included in Table 4 (Cushing-Weigle & Jensen, 1996; Haynes & 
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Carr, 1990; Nassaji & Geva, 1999; Oller & Tullius, 1973; Taguchi, 1997), and data reported from these 
studies are taken directly from her Appendix A. For one study (National Institute for Literacy, 2003), oral 
reading rates were used.  Studies are ordered by average reading rate in words-per-minute. L2 reading 
proficiency is based on the researcher’s own classification of the students’ levels. 

Table 4. Average Reading Rates of L2 Readers 

Study Population L2 Reading 
Proficiency 

Average L2 
Reading Rate 

Taguchi, Takayasu-Maass, & 
Gorsuch (2004) 

1st year college EFL Beginning 83 wpm 

Haynes & Carr (1990) Undergraduate EFL Intermediate/ 
Advanced 

86 wpm 

Hirai (1999)1 1st – 3rd year college EFL  Various 87.5 wpm 
National Institute for Literacy 
(2003)2 

Adult ESL  Beginning 102 wpm (oral) 

Taguchi & Gorsuch (2002) 1st year college EFL Beginning 115 wpm 
Taguchi (1997) Undergraduate EFL Beginning 127 wpm 
Fraser (2007)3 – China Group 3rd year undergraduate EFL Intermediate/ 

Advanced 
135.5 wpm 

Fraser (2007)3 – Canada Group 1st-4th year undergraduate 
ESL  

Intermediate/ 
Advanced 

140.4 wpm 

Cushing-Weigle & Jensen (1996) Undergraduate EFL Advanced 158 wpm 
Nassaji & Geva (1999) Graduate ESL Advanced 179 wpm 
Oller & Tullius (1973) Undergraduate & graduate 

ESL/EFL 
Intermediate/ 
Advanced 

206 wpm 

1 Table 1, whole group score 
2 Cohort 11 of all ESL readers 
3  Table 1, Task 4 – Learning 

It should be noted that these studies probably underestimate reading rates achieved during free reading.  
The texts used to determine reading rate in all cases were selected by the researcher, and thus may have 
been too difficult for the reader or on a topic about which the reader lacked sufficient background 
knowledge. It seems likely that students engaged in free reading, where the text is self-selected and thus 
probably a closer fit for the reader’s proficiency and background knowledge, would read at a faster rate.  

It is clear from Table 4 that L2 reading rates vary widely, with more proficient readers reading faster than 
less proficient ones.  We conservatively choose 100 wpm as an average reading rate for our analysis, 
which is slightly below the average rate for readers at a beginning level of L2 reading proficiency for the 
studies included here (106.8 wpm). An adult L2 reader reading at a speed of 100 words-per-minute would 
take 1,750 minutes to go through 175,000 words of text. That is the equivalent of 29.2 hours of reading 
which, over the course of two years of language study, would amount to a mere 2.4 minutes of free 
reading per day.  What Cobb is actually demonstrating is that a very small amount of reading over a 
period of 12 to 24 months would not be sufficient to make one a fluent L2 reader.  

Second, an examination of the "total" columns in Tables 2 and 3 reveals that a reader who read 
newspaper, academic, and fiction texts (all three subsets), for a total of about 517,000 words, would easily 
pass even the more demanding criterion of ten encounters for all of the words at the 2000-family level, 
and for eight of the ten at the 3000-family level.   

An L2 acquirer reading 100 words-per-minute would be able to accomplish this in a little more than 86 
hours, or at the rate of one hour per day, the equivalent of a single academic quarter (approximately 13 
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weeks).  Free reading across a variety of genres can indeed give you the necessary vocabulary for adult-
level fluency.  The contrast between this estimate and Cobb’s is presented in Table 5. 

Table 5. Two Estimates of Amount of Reading (at 100 words per minute) 

Estimate Words Hours Daily 
Cobb 175,000 29.2 2.4 minutes over 2 years 
McQuillan & Krashen 517,000 86.2 60 minutes over 1 

academic quarter 

FREE READING: MORE POWERFUL THAN WE THOUGHT? 

What is surprising about Cobb’s data is just how powerful free reading really is, even at the minimal 
levels he used.  Even if a reader stuck to one genre, and read as little as Cobb suggests, a lot would be 
accomplished. With just 100 pages of newspaper text alone, for example, one can make significant 
progress toward the 2000-family level.  Cobb’s analysis shows that you would have sufficient encounters 
for acquisition of nine of the ten sample word families.  Similar progress could be made by reading the 
equivalent of six books the length of Alice in Wonderland, which, while perhaps insufficient for academic 
purposes, is very impressive.   

A reader who dedicated a modest 20 minutes per day to free reading would, over Cobb’s hypothetical two 
years of language study, would encounter 1,460,000 words – a substantial number, more than eight times 
the number of words in Cobb’s estimate.  It seems likely, then, that this amount would allow one to reach 
even the 5000-word level.   

Free reading may not be sufficient to meet the needs of all demanding academic or specialized texts, 
although nothing in Cobb’s analysis would preclude that possibility.  Further research should take into 
account a more realistic estimate of the volume of reading by the typical L2 acquirer.  Cobb has shown 
us, however, that for a modest investment in time, free reading does appear to be more than adequate to 
reach the vocabulary levels that he argues are necessary for a fluent L2 reader. 
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COMMENTARY: RESPONSE TO MCQUILLAN AND KRASHEN (2008) 

Tom Cobb 
Université du Québec à Montreal 

 
I was glad to receive a response from Jeff McQuillan and Stephen Krashen to my piece "Computing the 
Demands of Vocabulary Acquisition from Reading" (Language Learning & Technology, October, 2007), 
because drafting a reply forces me to be even more clear about what I am saying. I was initially surprised 
to see the lead responder was an expert in first language (L1) reading rather than second (L2) but on 
second thought McQuillan’s (The Literacy Crisis, 1998) participation makes sense. 

Position Review  

I argued that building an adequate functional L2 lexicon for reading from reading alone (Krashen’s 
longstanding position) cannot be done by the majority of learners in the normal time frame of instructed 
L2 learning. An example of such a time frame would be the year or two of ESL preparation granted to 
foreign students on arrival in a North American university. A minimal functional lexicon is 3,000 word 
families, which provides about 90% known-word coverage of average texts. But lexicon building from 
reading alone will stall shortly after 2,000 families. This happens for the demonstrable reason that 3,000-
level words (and other less frequent words) do not appear often enough in the amount of reading of 
natural texts that such learners are likely to accomplish. Research has shown that words need to appear 
minimally six times for learning to take place. 

As proof I offered three samples of natural text at what I proposed was the outer limit of such an amount, 
namely any of the journalism, academic, or literary sub-corpora of the Brown corpus. Each of these 
amounts to about 175,000 words, of which 10% are words beyond the 2,000-most-frequent level (minus 
proper nouns). Through elementary corpus analysis, I showed that a learner who managed to read any one 
of these collections would meet no more than half of the third thousand word families six times apiece. A 
similar analysis of the collected works of a major author (300,000+ words) and another of an entire set of 
graded readers (375,000+ words) pointed to the same conclusion: reading these texts in their entirety 
cannot provide enough repeated exposures to enough 3,000-level vocabulary to support the acquisition of 
a minimal functional lexicon. 

Critics’ Response  

I would have expected a critique of this analysis to focus on the assumption that most of the words in a 
text need to be known for reading to proceed successfully, given the abiding belief that learners can easily 
expand their vocabularies by guessing new word meanings from context, as was assumed but never 
shown in many classic accounts of the reading process. So I was surprised that the critics’ actual problem 
was with the claim that L2 learners would have trouble reading 175,000 words of fairly difficult natural 
text in a year or two. Doing the math, McQuillan and Krashen propose that even "reading relatively 
slowly at a speed of 100 words-per-minute," (p. 106) L2 learners should be able to read 175,000 words in 
1,750 minutes or 29.2 hours, which, spread over two years, "amounts to only 2.4 minutes of free reading 
per day" (p. 106). Such readers would make light work of any of the Brown sub-corpora, or indeed all 
three of them. 

As a teacher and coordinator of many L2 reading courses and programs, I wondered if we were talking 
about the same world. In my experience, even strong ESL readers find small amounts of unsimplified text 
fairly hard going, particularly if the text type is expository rather than narrative. I myself after decades of 
working in and around French cannot get through Le Monde before the next edition is on the doorstep. 
Indeed, expository academic or journalistic text has always been the stuff of the intensive reading course, 
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wherein a good deal of scaffolding is provided and no great volume of text actually gets read. Were my 
critics and I talking about the same kind of learner and the same kind of reading?  

The Reading Rate Research 

To support their position, McQuillan and Krashen cite a half dozen reading rate studies, conveniently 
gathered in the literature review of a recent study by Fraser (2007). In this research and Fraser’s own 
study, L2 reading rates of 100 words-per-minute (wpm) and even somewhat higher appear to be the norm. 
But a little digging below the numbers raises questions about their applicability to the matter at hand. 

The first thing to note about the Fraser (2007) study is that while my critics use its results to establish how 
much L2 readers can read, the researcher herself interprets the data to show how slow and arduous L2 
reading is even for experienced readers, and how it remains so for long periods, even for those living and 
studying in the L2 culture.  

The second point is the nature of the participant groups in Fraser’s study, neither of which greatly 
resembles a group of learners who are at the point of taking on the third thousand words as a prelude to 
academic reading. One consists of students who have specialized in English language and literature 
(English majors in a Chinese university), while the other consists of learners well into their studies in a 
Canadian university; some of them had lived in Canada for as long as 12 years (2007, p. 378). 

Third and most important is the nature of the material Fraser’s subjects read at the cited rates of 135 and 
140 wpm. Fraser reports that in terms of grade equivalent level, the two experimental texts were found to 
be suitable for use with Grade 9 or 10 high school students. Her analysis using Vocabprofile confirms 
their non-university character; the frequency profiling revealed large proportions of first 2,000 level lexis 
-- 83% in one text and 86.8% in the other (p. 394). These proportions of basic lexis are substantially 
higher than those consistently found in more typical university-level texts, as represented by, say, the 
academic section of the Brown corpus. Table 1 shows randomly chosen profiles from segments of this 
corpus. The mean coverage of the first 2,000 words in the Brown texts is only 78.53%, with a very small 
standard deviation (3.01%). The differences between the Brown mean and the means of Fraser’s two 
experimental texts (5% and 8%) may seem minor, but from the L2 reader’s perspective, the added load of 
5% more non-basic vocabulary means one more ‘hard’ word per two lines of text. An added 8% means 
one more in almost every line. 

Table 1. Lexical Frequency Profiles across Disciplines (coverage percentages).  

Brown  
Segment 

Discipline No. of 
words 

1000 2,000 1000 +  
2,000 

AWL 1K +  
2K +  
AWL 

J32 Linguistics 2031 73.51 8.37 81.88 12.60 94.48 
J29 Sociology 2084 74.23 4.75 78.98 13.44 92.42 
J26 History 2036 69.3 5.7 75.00 14.49 89.49 
J25 Social Psychology 2059 73.63 3.11 76.74 14.38 91.12 
J22 Development 2023 76.42 4.55 80.97 12.26 93.23 
J12 Medicine (anatomy) 2024 71.05 3.80 74.85 6.72 81.57 
J11 Zoology 2026 75.12 6.17 81.29 7.31 88.60 
MEAN     73.32 5.21 78.53 11.60 90.13 
SD     2.42 1.74 3.01 3.24 4.30 

Notes: (1) Table from Cobb & Horst, 2004. (2) Segments from the Brown corpus are described in the 
Brown University website accessible from the Compleat Lexical Tutor at http://www.lextutor.ca. (3) AWL 
stands for Academic Word List. 
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To summarize, the experimental materials were easy texts for these learners. As we will see, the other 
reading rate studies from Fraser (2007) that McQuillan and Krashen cite are similarly inapplicable to the 
question under discussion. Either the readers were too advanced to be considered typical classroom ESL 
learners, or the reading materials were much simpler than those specified in my original paper, or both. 
But before examining these studies more closely, it may be useful to remind ourselves of the kind of 
learners and texts this discussion is about. At issue are the many ESL and EFL learners worldwide who 
are trying to move beyond a basic 2,000-word lexicon, by reading texts that contain significant amounts 
of post-2,000 lexis. Such learners and texts are not hypothetical but typical. In the case of learners, 
Laufer’s (2000) review of seven vocabulary size studies showed that university entry level ESL/ EFL 
learners in three Asian, two Middle Eastern, and three European countries were working with an average 
2100 known word families (SD 977). In the case of texts, those bearing post-basic vocabulary are 
common if not the norm in academic and professional contexts; as mentioned, the Brown academic 
corpus bears an average 10% (SD 3%), that is, one post-2,000 word, on average, in every line. 

As I have already shown, Fraser’s (2007) reading rates are simply not applicable to the learners and texts 
in question. Nor are the four other main sources of rate evidence reviewed in her study and cited by 
McQuillan and Krashen. First, Nassanji and Geva’s (1999) study of 60 Farsi-speakers hardly pertains to 
ESL learners at the beginning of their academic studies. They were in fact "graduate students at a major 
Canadian university… who had been living in Canada for 3 to 6 years" (p.  246). Their mean 
comprehension scores on the Nelson-Denny Reading Test, a measure designed for L1 readers, were over 
50% (p. 251). The several Taguchi studies cited (e.g., Taguchi, Takayasu-Maass, & Gorsuch, 2004) all 
involve repeated readings of simplified texts from the Heinemann New Wave series of graded readers, 
with an upper limit of 2200 word families (Hill, 1997). Hirai’s (1999) study involves an experimental 
reading task that measures not reading rate but rather "rauding" rate, following Carver’s (1990) notion 
that reading rate is best measured using texts that the readers find easy to read. Similarly, Haynes and 
Carr’s (1990) study used a text chosen specifically because of its familiar topic and the fact that it 
"contained numerous 'lexical familiarizations'… definitions, examples, stipulations, synonyms, 
paraphrases, illustrations, etc., which the author had provided to clarify the meaning of new terms 
introduced in the text" (p. 396). It goes without saying that not all authentic academic texts would be 
so lexically familiarized. 

Thus the L2 reading rate research cited is not applicable to academic reading. Even if it were, simple 
multiplication of reading rate times hours and days would only tell us what learners might be able to read 
in principle. This would still have to be confirmed in studies of what some particular learners had read in 
fact. Therefore I returned to some of the research literature where I thought I remembered specific 
amounts of L2 reading having been documented. Was any of it (a) of the type we are talking about and 
(b) as much as McQuillan and Krashen claimed should be possible?  

The Amount-of-Reading Research 

Not all extensive reading studies produce such useful specifics as numbers of words or pages read, but 
there are some. The largest amounts of L2 reading on record seem to hail from Japanese contexts. One is 
Rosszell’s (2007) doctoral study, in which university learners read an average 40 pages per week, which 
at 300 words per page, 12,000 words per week, 40 weeks per year, amounts to almost half a million 
words in a year. This is in the order of the rate McQuillan and Krashen hypothesize. However, the texts 
that these learners were reading were graded readers from Oxford’s Bookworm series, levels 4 to 6 (6 is 
highest). As mentioned in my original paper, this type of text does not include adequate inputs from the 
third thousand level and indeed makes no claim to. 

An even larger amount of reading was recorded by Beniko Mason (2004). Her study involved 18-year old 
English majors at a junior college in Japan reading fully 1000 pages, or 250,000 words, per semester 
(although not all participants were able to meet these targets). Extrapolating this reading to four terms or 
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two years, the amount of reading would indeed seem to be about 1 million words. This is the kind of 
figure McQuillan and Krashen are talking about, and it is equivalent to the size of the entire Brown 
corpus. But in fact, it was not the Brown corpus or anything resembling it in lexical composition that the 
learners were reading. Again, all this reading is of graded or simplified texts – much of it at the very 
elementary 600 word level.  

Certainly, there is nothing wrong with reading simplified texts! But learners reading large amounts of 
such text do not make the point that McQuillan and Krashen wish to make.  

In fact, reading simplified texts is a very good thing for language learners to do, for many reasons 
including but not limited to increasing vocabulary (Horst 2005; Pigada & Schmitt, 2006). Indeed, the 
second part of my LLT piece described ways of using technology to expand the library of graded 
materials that are accessible to ESL teachers and learners. Text computing can help us expand the range 
(to include more expository material) and vocabulary level (to provide a smooth rise up to a vocabulary 
size of 3,000+ word families) of available graded materials. At present, there is no smooth rise. Rather, 
"there exists a wide gap between the highest level of graded readers and the vocabulary demands of 
academic text and unsimplified novels" (Nation, forthcoming, p. 1). Even the best graded reader series, 
e.g., Oxford’s Bookworm series, make no claims beyond 2,500 words. The Longman Bridge Series 
(1945) was a systematic grading of materials up to 8,000 words, but it is long out of print. The new 
Penguin/Longman Active Reading series may claim successor status to Bridge with its 3,000 word-family 
target, but none of the studies I located had used this series. In other words, the large amounts of reading 
reported in some of the published research is reading of a type that by definition cannot be the route to an 
adequate functional reading lexicon. 

But are there no studies involving the reading of unsimplified texts? Given the number of learners 
worldwide who are trying to improve their reading ability for advanced study through English, it is 
surprising how little research addresses this common objective. An exception is work by Parry, who 
looked at academic ESL learners reading large amounts of unsimplified texts in credit courses at U.S. 
universities. A preliminary goal of these studies was to estimate how many words the learners had 
managed to read. In a case study of two learners, one read as few as 7,500 words of an assigned 
anthropology text over a complete term, while another read as many as 72,000 words from the same 
textbook (Parry, 1997). 

At first glance, the second reader’s rate lines up nicely with McQuillan and Krashen’s estimate. If 72,000 
words of academic text can be read in a term, and two years is four terms, and the learner is taking four 
such courses at a time, then he is reading over one million (72,000 x 4 x 4 = 1,152,000) words of natural 
academic text in two years. This is the size of the whole Brown corpus and then some, and its lexical 
composition is probably similar. So can we conclude that some ESL learners can read at the rate 
McQuillan and Krashen propose, and presumably experience the vocabulary growth that goes with it? 
Not exactly.  

At the start of the experiment, Parry asked her two readers to write down all the words they thought were 
new or difficult while reading, along with the page number. Then at the end of the academic session the 
readers were asked to provide the meanings of words they had noted, first out of context and then in the 
page context where the word was first noticed. Out of context, the 72,000-word reader could remember 
having seen only 5% of the words he had originally noted, and with the help of the context could provide 
correct or partly correct meanings (in his L1) for only 28%. The 7,500-word reader, on the other hand, 
could remember seeing 29% of her words and could give correct or partly correct meanings for 63%. In 
other words, the fast reader was reading a rather large amount but with very little vocabulary growth, 
while the slow reader was not getting her reading done but was learning some of the new words in the 
small amounts she did manage to complete. 
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These and a number of similar Parry studies are small but nonetheless, they ring true for anyone who has 
taught academic ESL reading in North America or elsewhere. Learners in such courses typically struggle 
to get through a few pages - or else read quickly with low comprehension and almost no vocabulary 
growth.  

Conclusion: Not Reading Alone 

Parry’s case studies suggest that most academic ESL learners cannot read their way to an adequate 
functional second lexicon. The scale of her research is not big enough to be conclusive, but there is no 
evidence I know of to contradict it. Also, Parry’s findings are congruent with some other well established 
evidence. Replicated research shows that reading becomes arduous and comprehension suffers when 
unknown word densities exceed 5% (e.g. Laufer, 1989). Nation (2006) sets the ideal criterion as low as 
2%. But academic readers with knowledge of about 2,000 words are reading texts bearing at least 10% 
unknown items, and as their ESL teachers can attest, their pain is all too real. 

If McQuillan and Krashen have relevant counter-evidence to any of this, I welcome it. Then the 
discussion can proceed on a different basis. Until then, the adequacy of free reading is an idea with high 
credibility in the time frame of L1 acquisition, and some credibility in an extended time frame of L2 
acquisition under conditions of exceptional motivation. But carried into the typical time frame of 
instructed L2 acquisition, it is an idea that grossly misrepresents the problems faced by L2 readers who 
need to read to learn in their second languages. For these learners, an adequate second lexicon will not 
happen by itself; it will be provisioned through well-designed instruction including but not limited to 
reading. 
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