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Abstract

This study investigated the effects of different text difficulty levels on Iranian EFL
learners’ foreign language reading motivation and reading comprehension. To fulfil
this objective, 40 Iranian participants were selected among 50 students based on the
results of Interchange Placement Test (Richards et al, Placement and Evaluation
Package Interchange Third Edition/Passages Second Edition with Audio CDs, 2008).
The pre-intermediate selected participants were then randomly divided into two
equal groups; “i + 1” group (n = 20) and “i-1” group (n = 20). Afterwards, the
researchers measured the participants’ English reading comprehension by
administering a researchers-made reading comprehension pre-test. Moreover,
Motivation for Reading Questionnaire was also conducted. After the participants were
all pre-tested, the treatment was practiced on the both groups. The participants in “i
+ 1” group received reading passages beyond the current level, on the other hand,
the “i-1” group received those reading passages which were below their current
level. After the instruction which lasted about 3 months, a modified version of
reading comprehension pre-test was administered to the both groups as posttest
and finally the data were analyzed by using paired and independent samples t-tests.
Moreover, Students’ answers to the questionnaire was also analyzed. The obtained
results indicated that there was a significant difference between the post-tests of “i +
1” and “i-1” groups. The findings indicated that the “i + 1” group significantly
outperformed the “i-1” group (p < .05) on the post-test. Furthermore, the results
revealed that the ‘i + 1’ materials could help Iranian EFL learners increase their
reading English motivation. This study has implications for teaching and learning
reading comprehension.

Keywords: Comprehensible input, Extensive reading, Foreign language reading
motivation, Reading comprehension, Text difficulty level

Introduction
Reading abilities and motivation towards reading among youth have undergone substantial

changes as more and more youth rely on the Internet for searching and exchanging infor-

mation. Hastily browsing through Internet texts is a more predominate type of reading

than engaging themselves into an in-depth processing of the written information among

these young people (Chiang, 2015). Nevertheless, in-depth processing of the written text
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with sound comprehension is paramount in further developing their analytical and critical

thinking skills. Therefore, in spite of the change in the preferred reading mode among

young people, reading teachers and researchers are in constant quest of reading activities to

cultivate students’ positive reading attitudes and subsequently enhance their reading com-

prehension. To this end, extensive reading (ER) has been identified as one of the most effi-

cacious strategies. ER refers to reading large quantities of materials for pleasure on a

frequent and regular basis. Reading materials can range from short stories and novels, news-

paper and magazine articles to professional reading (Hedge, 2000).

Extensive reading is widely performed in language classrooms because it is instrumental in

motivating students to read and reach higher language proficiency (Day & Bamford, 1998;

Krashen, 2004). In addition, ESL teachers (Hafiz & Tudor, 1989) have also employed the idea

of ER in their language courses and have examined its influences on language learning. A

growing number of educators in the EFL context (Iwahori, 2008; Takase, 2007) carried out ER

in their language classrooms and investigated its potential effects. The results from this line of

inquiry indicate that ER contributes substantially to general language proficiency (Iwahori,

2008; Jackson, 2005), reading comprehension (Takase, 2007), vocabulary (Pigada & Schmitt,

2006), writing skills (Hafiz & Tudor, 1989), reading fluency (Iwahori, 2008; Takase, 2007) and

grammar (Pigada & Schmitt, 2006). Moreover, researchers found that ER enhanced learners’

reading motivation and reading habits (Chua, 2008).

Many studies have reported the definitive influence of ER, and yet, this approach is still not

widely adopted in EFL classrooms. Studies have pointed out several hindrances in implement-

ing ER programmes, such as choosing the texts with optimal difficulty level, sustaining stu-

dents’ interest in reading for a longer period, promoting positive motivation towards reading

and appropriating supplementary reading schemes (Urquhart & Weir, 1998).

The most broadly utilized idea for clarifying the fracture or accomplishment of FL

students is motivation. As a key factor in tailing anything in our lives (Gardner, 2001-as

cited in Kato, Yasumoto & Van Aacken, 2007), motivation also plays an important role

in language acquisition. It gives a wellspring of vitality that is in charge of why students

choose to endeavor to learn another language and to what extent they will proceed with

it (Brewster & Fager, 2000).

One of the sources to provide language input for EFL learners is through ER (Day &

Bamford, 1998). As stated by Krashen (1982), the input to which students are subjected

to ought to be a little past their present level of competence, ‘i + 1,’ in which ‘i’ refers to

the current language ability of learner, whereas ‘1’ refers to the input that is slightly be-

yond the learners’ current language ability. On the other hand, Day and Bamford

(1998) offered a different model on the difficulty level of the input. According to this

model, ER is beneficial if it provides language learners with input which is somewhat

below their current level of competence (i.e., ‘i - 1’). This way language learners can

quickly build up their reading confidence, reading fluency and build sight words and

high-frequency words (Bahmani & Farvardin, 2017).

However, a review of the literature uncovers that there is little research on the

impacts of these two viewpoints (i.e., ‘i + 1’ and ‘i - 1’) on EFL learners’ reading

comprehension and FLRM. To fill in the existing gap, the current investigation

plans to reveal insight into this issue by investigating how ER through ‘i + 1′ and ‘i

- 1’ materials may influence EFL learners’ reading comprehension and foreign lan-

guage reading motivation.
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Objectives and significance of the study
This study was administered to help Iranian EFL learners develop their reading compre-

hension through different text difficulty levels. Therefore, this study followed two objec-

tives. Firstly, it examined the differences between and within the ‘i + 1’ and the ‘i - 1’

groups’ reading comprehension after three-month participation in extensive reading. In

fact, the researchers tried to check if the level and the amount of input students received

could have any effect on improving Iranian EFL learners’ reading comprehension. Sec-

ondly, it checked the differences between and within the ‘i + 1′ and the ‘i - 1′ groups’ for-

eign language reading motivation after three-month participation in extensive reading. In

the second purpose, the researchers aimed to investigate whether presenting input with

various levels (i.e., ‘i + 1′ and the ‘i - 1’) affect participants reading motivation.

Firstly, this study is significant since its final findings can foster students’ motivation

and develop their reading comprehension skill through using different text difficulty

levels. Moreover, Teachers can take benefit of the ‘i + 1’ or the ‘i - 1’ in ER as a supple-

mentary activity in English courses. Secondly, this study may help students understand

and comprehend texts and study materials more effectively, and help them provide bet-

ter answers when taking reading comprehension tests. Eventually, readers who under-

stand the materials well will have the ability to express the ideas that they understand

on paper. The results of this study will be beneficial for administrators who make pro-

gram level decisions in the way that helps them to choose more appropriate passages

as the content of the course books. It will also be useful for the teachers and students;

teachers will teach specific features of text types to increase their students’ compre-

hending of the texts and finally the students’ reading comprehension will improve.

Research questions and null hypotheses
This study attempted to answer the following questions:

RQ1: Are there any significant differences between and within the ‘i + 1’ and the ‘i -

1’ groups’ reading comprehension after three-month participation in extensive reading?

If so, which group has higher reading comprehension in English?

RQ2: Are there any significant differences between and within the ‘i + 1′ and the ‘i -

1′ groups’ foreign language reading motivation after three-month participation in ex-

tensive reading? If so, which group has higher motivation towards reading in English?

Based on the research questions the following null hypotheses are formulated:

H0 1: There aren’t any significant differences between and within the ‘i + 1’ and the ‘i

- 1’ groups’ reading comprehension after three-month participation in extensive

reading.

H0 2: There aren’t any significant differences between and within the ‘i + 1’ and the ‘i

- 1’ groups’ foreign language reading motivation after three-month participation in ex-

tensive reading.

Review of the literature
Theoretical background

Reading comprehension

Researchers have defined reading comprehension as “a basic piece of the diverse ex-

change of systems engaged with L2 reading” (Brantmeier, 2003, p. 52). For many
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students, reading is considered as the useful skill that they can use inside and outside

the classroom. It is also the skill that can retain the longest time. Allen and Valette (1999) indi-

cated that “reading is more than just assigning foreign language sounds to the written words”

(p. 249). It requires the comprehension of what is written. Miller (2008) defined “Reading com-

prehension as the ability to understand or to get meaning from any type of written materials. It

is the reason for reading and the critical component of all content learning” (p. 8).

Moreover, Papalia (2004) said that reading comprehension by and large utilization

and all the more particularly in reference to training and psychology has generally the

same meaning as understanding the massage of the text. Grellet (1981) assured that

“reading comprehension is understanding composed content means eliciting the re-

quired data from it as productively as possible” (p. 3). Reading comprehension isn’t suf-

ficient to comprehend the substance of the content however more point by point data

is essential too.

Wood (2005) confirmed reading involves getting meaning from the written words.

Wood declared that reading comprehension as the ability to take lexical information

(i.e., semantic information at the word level) and derive sentences and discourse inter-

pretations but reading on graphic based on formation arriving through the eye. Web-

ster’s Collegiate Dictionary defined reading comprehension as “the valence of mind to

appreciate and understand the meaning communicated by the text.”

Reading comprehension among language learners may be different from each other.

Related to this, Brantmeier (2003) said that processing the texts similarly or differently,

students may have non-identical interpretation of the texts. It means that, language

learners may process the text in similar ways but comprehend differently, or process

the texts in a diverse way but understand similarly. Day and Park (2005) guaranteed

that there are six sorts of reading comprehension which are useful for the language stu-

dents to become intelligent readers (p. 62). The first is “literal comprehension”. It “al-

ludes to a comprehension of the direct importance of the content, for example,

actualities, vocabulary, dates, times, and locations” (p. 62). Direct answers are needed

for reading questions of this comprehension.

According to Day, literal comprehension might be useful for instructors to know

whether students comprehended the essential importance of the content or not. The

second sort of the reading comprehension is “rearrangement” in which “learners must

utilize data from different parts of the content and consolidate them for additional un-

derstanding” (Day & Park, 2005, p. 62). Reading comprehension items of this type can

make language learners to read the text generally. “Inference” is the third sort of the

reading comprehension. Day & Park claim that “an inference involves students combin-

ing their literal understanding of the text with their own knowledge and intuitions”

(Day & Park, 2005, p. 63). Another type of the comprehension, according to Day, is

“prediction”. Students are assumed to guess the final events and occurrences of the

text. The fifth sort of perusing understanding is “evaluation”. It “requires the student to

give a worldwide or thorough judgment about some part of the content; … keeping in

mind the end goal to answer this sort of question, students must utilize both an exact-

ing comprehension of the content and their insight into the content’s point and related

issues” (Day & Park, 2005, p. 64). The 6th sort of the perception is “personal response”

(Day & Park, 2005, p. 64). The appropriate responses depend on the subject and dem-

onstrate exacting comprehension of the content.
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It is obvious that background knowledge has a vital part in content handling. Founda-

tion information encourages the language students to focus on the contribution amid

reading, have a rich text analysis and comprehension, and also better memory perform-

ance (Ellis, 2001). Pulido (2004) mentioned that “knowledge emerges in the course of

reading as the reader constructs a text base primarily via bottom up processing, or de-

coding, of the textual input” (p. 476).

Pulido (2004) proposed that significance of the content winds up coordinated into the

reader’s worldwide learning, framing a lucid mental portrayal of what the content is about.

Therefore, the knowledge is “generated via activation patterns inaugurated by the textual data

and the advanced upgrading of formerly established relationships in the text”. And the action

of the stored information from text in working memory acts as a “signal in an associative

manner to all the information stored in long-term memory” (p. 476). Therefore, background

knowledge can be activated as an answer to signaling mechanism and has an impact on the

construction of meaning representations (Pulido, 2004). The quality of text base has an influ-

ence on the role of background knowledge. This quality is influenced by the learners’ content

handling productivity, for example, the utilization of explanatory information structures, and

sentence parsing (Pulido, 2004). In an investigation about the vocabulary attained through

reading administered by Pulido (2004), it was found that the amount of vocabulary gain can

be increased when participants read narratives which have familiar topics for learners.

In interactive theories of reading, second language reading is considered as a cogni-

tive process in which learners by using their background knowledge, and interaction

with information, construct the meaning (Pulido, 2004). Stanovich (1992) claimed that

the processes in reading are not restricted to interactive process, but also compensatory

process in a way that when a component of processing is absent, other components of

processing can be compensated for.

Extensive reading

Not only language arts teachers but also ESL/EFL teachers regard ER as a crucial element for

language development and widely incorporate ER into their classroom practice. In addition to

the term ‘extensive reading’, Krashen (2004) called it ‘Pleasure Reading’ or ‘Free Voluntary

Reading’ to convey the same idea defined by Davis (1995). ‘An extensive reading program is a

complementary class library scheme, attached to an English course, in which pupils are given

the time, encouragement, and materials to read pleasurably, at their own level, as many books

as they can, without the pressures of testing or marks’ (Davis, 1995, p. 329). Extensive reading

(ER) is a kind of extended reading activity that addresses this limitation in class time (Chiang,

2015). ER exposes the student to sufficient reading material “with the attention for the most

part on the importance of what is being read [rather] than on the language” (Carrell & Car-

son, 1997, pp. 49–50).

Davis’ definition and Day and Bamford’s delineation suggest that taking part in ER

provides learners with ample language input, the opportunities to choose reading texts,

and the chance to experience pleasure. Unlike intensive reading, which emphasizes de-

coding skills and focuses on comprehension of the text, ER centers on readers’ pro-

longed engagement in reading activities. One of the most frequently cited theoretical

underpinnings for ER is Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, which states that sufficient expos-

ure to comprehensible input is indispensable for language learners to acquire the
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language. Comprehensible input denotes the kind of input that is a little bit beyond the

learner’s current language level and is usually symbolized with the expression, ‘i + 1’ (Mitchell

& Myles, 2004). ‘i’ refers to the current language ability of the learner, whereas ‘1’ indicates the

input that is slightly challenging for learners’ current language ability. Krashen asserts that i +

1 is the prerequisite condition for language acquisition to take place (Krashen, 2002). This the-

ory stresses the importance of input as well as the comprehensibility of the input.

However, Day and Bamford (1998) hold a different perspective on the optimal difficulty

level of the input. As far as ER is concerned, they believe it is beneficial to provide lan-

guage learners with input that is slightly below the learners’ current language level. In

other words, instead of ‘i + 1’, Day and Bamford (1998) see ‘i - 1’ as the learners’ ‘comfort

zone’ where language learners can quickly build up their reading confidence and reading

fluency. They also pointed out that reading books with ease at the beginning helps lan-

guage learners build sight words and high-frequency vocabulary (Chiang, 2015).

Comparing Krashen’s ‘i + 1’ hypothesis with Day and Bamford’s ‘i 1’ statement, two prin-

ciples can be derived. First, language input plays a crucial role in language learning and

providing language learners with ample access to input is important. Secondly, not only

the quantity of input matters but also the quality is important. The quality of input mainly

concerns how comprehensible the input is to the intended learners. Nevertheless, the dis-

pute between ‘i + 1’ and ‘i − 1’ remains unsolved. That is the rationale behind this study.

Reading motivation

What is reading motivation? This is a question many teachers and researchers have thought

about for many years. Everyone knows that motivation is something that gives fulfillment to

someone. This means that a person wants to do something to better him/herself. As discussed

by Protacio (2012), reading problems occur partly due to the fact that people are not moti-

vated to read in the first place. Protacio explains that, motivation occurs when “students de-

velop an interest in and form a bond with a topic that lasts beyond the short term” (p. 251).

Guthrie and Wigfield (2000, p.405) propose that “reading motivation is the individ-

ual’s personal objectives, values, and beliefs regarding the topics, processes, and out-

comes of reading”. According to this definition, one would come to two main

conclusions: The first is that reading motivation is made up of the putting together of

different aspects of motivation in a complex way. The second is the kind of agency in-

dividuals have over it since they can manage, organize and direct their motivation to

read according to their beliefs, values and goals (Wigfield & Tonks, 2004).

In a research treating the dimensions of reading motivation, Baker and Wigfield (1999)

confirm the view about the multidimensionality of reading motivation . Paris and Carpen-

ter (2004) argue that this feature in reading motivation has to do with the nature of motiv-

ation as “a difficult psychological construct to define and measure, and [consequently]

there is no single way to view or assess children’s motivation for reading” (p.78).

Day and Bamford (1998) give a broad view explaining motivation for reading in sec-

ond/foreign language. They propose cognitive models to explain motivation where this

concept is made up of “two equal components –expectations and value” (p.27). These

models claim that individuals would undertake activities about which they expect to

perform well, and would avoid any activity in which they have lesser expectations of

success. These expectations about different degrees of success in tasks are determined
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by the extent to which individuals value the task (Day & Bamford, 1998). Furthermore,

the model presented by Day and Bamford (1998) is also to witness on the multi-faceted

nature of reading motivation, despite the fact that it gives only two components –ex-

pectancy and value- (Mori, 2002).

As far as reading is concerned, Day and Bamford (1998, p.27) posit that “unless

students have a reasonable expectation that they will be able to read a book with

understanding, they will most likely not begin the undertaking”. The second com-

ponent of motivation for reading, which is value, needs also to be fulfilled. In a

perfect situation, students would consider a reading activity essentially important

for them “in learning to read and as a source of pleasure and information” (Day

& Bamford, 1998, p.28).

According to Day and Bamford (1998), students of a second language decide to

read in the second language depending on the two key concepts (expectancy and

value). The expectancy component relates to reading materials students are ex-

posed to in terms of the amount and type of interest the material may stimulate,

the linguistic structure and the language used in the reading material, attractive-

ness as established both by the interest of the text and by its linguistic structure,

the availability of the reading material and whether students have easy access to

the material. Paris and Carpenter (2004) agree with this opinion about the role of

the reading material. They explain that “motivation to read is affected by both

the content and structure of text” (p.69). Students’ proficiency level in the target

language as part of their ability in reading in the target language also plays a role

in building their expectancy. Value is related to attitudes of students toward the

target language because it emerges from the beliefs, they hold about it. In

addition to that, values students have, are the fruit of constraints exerted by their

society, native culture, with a great influence from family and peers. Paris and

Carpenter (2004) share this same view as they believe that, to some extent, mo-

tivation to read lies within individuals.

Day and Bamford (1998, p.28) claim that variables concerning the reading mater-

ial and attitude towards reading in the target language have stronger effect on mo-

tivation than other variables do. In the same respect of what Day and Bamford

(1998) present as components of reading motivation, Paris and Carpenter (2004)

assert that reading motivation emerges from the complex combination and inter-

action of children’s experience with reading and their abilities, their aim behind

undertaking a reading task, the features of the reading material, and the social

backing context of the reading task.

Mori (2002) hypothesizes that, despite the differences, reading motivation in the

second/foreign language is greatly similar to reading motivation in one’s first lan-

guage; thus, reading motivation in second/foreign language “would be a multidi-

mensional construct, and, to a certain degree, independent of general motivational

constructs” (p.95). The fact that reading motivation is not automatically assimilated

to general motivation results from the assumption that “students’ motivation may

be, to a certain extent, domain-specific […] students may be, for example, moti-

vated to speak or listen, but not to read in English” (Mori, 2002, p.92). In other

words, students may show diverse degrees of motivation for some activities in the

second/foreign language and not others, but not necessarily all.
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Taxonomy of text difficulty

Krashen’s Input Hypothesis asserts that an indispensable condition for language acqui-

sition to happen is that “The acquirer understand[s] input language that encompasses

structure ‘a bit beyond’ his or her present level of competence. If an acquirer is at stage

i, the input he or she understands should contain i +1” (Krashen, 1981, p. 100).

According to this hypothesis, Krashen (1985) elucidated that the i + 1 stage indicates

some linguistic components in the text that the reader has not yet mastered and that

are beyond the reader’s competence. However, the scope of the input corresponding to

i + 1 is still not vivid. Several questions can be raised, such as what degree of increase

in difficulty is just far enough, and whether input of i + 1 is suitable for English learners

of different English abilities. Other applicable inquiries incorporate what different levels

of input can be included and whether different levels of input may add to enhancing

FL/SL students’ reading.

In this study, text difficulty will be specified by linguistic components. This study adopts

readers which are graded based on vocabulary and sentence structure. The linguistic ele-

ments of the input considered in the present study were vocabulary and grmmar which

were also investigated in Day and Bamford’s (2002) study. Following Samuel’s (1994)

terms, three levels of text difficulty were applied in this study: (a) level i − 1 represents vo-

cabulary and syntactic structures below the learner’s English linguistic competence; (b)

level i represents vocabulary and syntactic structures at the learner’s current English lin-

guistic competence; and (c) level i + 1 represents vocabulary and syntactic structures be-

yond the learner’s English linguistic competence.

Experimental backgrounds

Related to this study, Lin (2012) investigated which level of graded reader was most appropri-

ate for Chinese-speaking learners of different English capacities and whether there were crit-

ical contrasts in reading comprehension and vocabulary learning when distinctive English

proficiency (EP) bunches read writings of fluctuating trouble levels. Eight-two senior second-

ary school learners in Taiwan were separated into low, medium and high EP groups (LEP,

MEP, and HEP). They read evaluated readers at Level 2, Level 3, and Level 4 after class and

finished understanding and vocabulary tests, and a text difficulty poll. The outcomes appear,

first, that the most reasonable reviewed readers for LEP, MEP, and HEP groups were found.

Second, there were critical contrasts among the three EP groups in the comprehension and

vocabulary test scores of these readers. Third, there was a significant correlation between

reading comprehension and vocabulary obtaining when each group read the content suitable

for its level of phonetic competency.

Chiang (2015) researched the impacts of different text difficulty on L2 reading perceptions

and reading comprehension. To give the ideal test to L2 reading, comprehensible input hy-

pothesis hypothesizes that selecting text somewhat harder than the student’s present level will

improve reading perception. Fifty-four freshman from one college in central Taiwan were ar-

bitrarily separated into two groups. Students in the ‘i− 1’ group were given level 3 and level 4

Oxford Graded Readers while students in the ‘i + 1’ group were provided with level 5 and level

6. Quantitative data were collected through the English Placement Exam and the Reading At-

titudes Survey. Findings from the pretest and posttest of the Reading Attitudes Survey

propose that the i-1 group has gained significantly in reading attitudes, whereas no difference
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in reading attitude was identified with the i + 1 group. Results also indicate that diverse diffi-

culty levels of reading text did not significantly influence participants’ reading comprehension.

It is vital to note that Chiang’s study should be repeated in different context that probably

reach different results.

Recently, Bahmani and Farvardin (2017) examined the impacts of different text diffi-

culty levels on foreign language reading anxiety (FLRA) and reading comprehension of

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners. To this end, 50 elementary EFL learners

were selected from two intact classes (n = 25 each). Each class was assigned to a text

difficulty level (i.e., ‘i + 1’ and ‘i - 1’) in which the participants experienced extensive

reading at different levels of difficulty for two semesters. A reading comprehension test

and the Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS) were run before and after

the treatment. The outcomes indicated that both text difficulty levels significantly en-

hanced the participants’ reading comprehension. The findings also showed that, at the

end of the study, the ‘i + 1′ group’s FLRA increased, while that of the ‘i - 1’ group de-

creased. Regarding text-difficulty levels, many other participants’ aspects should be

taken in account. That is, motivation, age, proficiency, and gender should be checked

in this regard. Therefore, in this study reading motivation was considered.

Method
Participants

Forty pre-intermediate EFL students from a private language Institute in Ahvaz were se-

lected among 70 volunteers through administrating an Interchange Placement Test

(Richards, Lesley, Hansen, Sandy & Zukowski, 2008). Upon the administration of this test,

40 participants whose test scores were one standard deviation below or above the mean

score were selected as the homogeneous group of pre-intermediate EFL learners. They were

all male students and their age range was 16 to18. The selected participants were

non-randomly divided into two groups namely “i + 1” and “i-1” groups, each group contains

20 participants. The students were all the same regarding their educational background, age

and sex. All of them enrolled for this English class during the autumn semester of 2015, a

period of 12 weeks. The material which was taught in the class, was “Interchange Level 2”.

Based on Cambridge English Language Teaching (CELT) classification, “Interchange Level

2” is appropriate for A2 - B1 level. It is worth mentioning that Interchange Placement Test

(2008) was run to the participants to get sure about their proficiency level. The “i + 1” group

received input which was beyond their current level, while the “i-1” group received input

which was beneath their current level. It should be mentioned that every week, twenty mi-

nutes of the class time was considered for narrating the stories participants have read.

Instrumentations
Interchange placement test

The first instrument which was utilized in the present study to homogenize the partici-

pants was the Interchange Placement Test, developed by Richards et al. (2008). Inter-

change Placement Test consists of 70 multiple-choice items: 20 listening items, 20

reading items and 30 items related to language use in order to select the pre-intermediate

level of EFL learners. The reliability value of this test was computed through Cronbach’s

Alpha formula as (α = 0.781). There is general agreement that + .78 or above indicates
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appropriate instrument reliability. According to the scoring guidelines of the test, the

scores between 18 and 23 belonged to the pre-intermediate level. The participants had 60

min to answer the questions. The reason why the researchers of the study decided to

utilize IPT as the students’ measure of proficiency was due to the fact that the test is a

standard test of proficiency, and its validity and reliability were assumed to be satisfactory.

ACTIVE skills for Reading

The second instrument used in this study was a reading book named ACTIVE Skills for

Reading series published by Heinle ELT. It is a breathtaking five-level reading series that im-

proves students’ reading perception and vocabulary abilities. It was written by famous expert

Neil J. Anderson, the new edition of this best-selling series uses an ACTIVE approach to help

learners become more confident, independent-and active-readers. ACTIVE Reading A=Ac-

tuate former Knowledge C=Cultivate Vocabulary T=Think about Meaning I = Increase

Reading Fluency V=Verify Strategies E = Evaluate progression. It was accessible to the stu-

dents in the library of the institute.

Reading comprehension test

Eight passages and their comprehension questions were extracted from Active Skills for

Reading, Book 1 by Anderson (2008), and used in this study. The eight passages were

chosen based on the familiarity of the topic to the students. Then 40 multiple-choice

questions were prepared based on these 8 passages. Multiple-choice questions were ap-

plied to assess the students’ reading comprehension; students could be assessed object-

ively for it was likely that they understood the text without being able to express it in L2.

At the end of the experiment, to find about the possible effects of the oral pre-reading

tasks on the students’ reading comprehension, a posttest was administered. It should be

mentioned that the posttest was at the same level to pretest but the items were different.

The allotted time was 70min and each item received one point.

The mentioned test received some reliability and validity measures. After construc-

tion, it was examined by ten experts for its face and content validity. That is, to get sure

about the Content Validity Index (CVI) of the test items, ten teachers who also taught

English for more than 5 years read through the tests and made some changes regarding

the clarity, simplicity and the representativeness of items. Subsequently, the test was

modified and then piloted on a similar group in another institute whose course book

and level were the same. The reliability of the pre-test and post-test was computed

through the application of Cronbach Alpha formula and values of 0.896 and 0.793 were

obtained respectively.

The motivation for Reading questionnaire (MRQ)

Another instrument used in the current study was a modified version of Motivation for

Reading Questionnaire (MRQ) developed by Guthrie and Wigfield (1997), and a modified

version of the same questionnaire adopted by Mori (2002). In their final version of the ori-

ginal MRQ, Guthrie and Wigfield (2000) proposed eleven components as basis for the

questionnaire, with fifty-three items. These components were Reading Efficacy, with 3

items; Challenge, 5 items; Curiosity, 6 items; Reading Involvement, 6 items; Importance, 2
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items; Recognition, 5 items; Grades, 4 items; Social, 7 items; Competition, 6 items; Com-

pliance, 5 items; and Reading Work Avoidance, 4 items.

The final version of the questionnaire which was used, consisted of 30-item five-point

Likert scale questionnaire intended to investigate the reading motivation dimensions. The

scale was made up of five propositions: 1 for ‘I strongly agree’, 2 for ‘I agree’, 3 for ‘I don’t

know’, 4 for ‘I disagree’, and 5 for ‘I strongly disagree’. The questionnaire included eight di-

mensions with each consisting of a number of statements illustrated as follows: Challenge,

5 statements; Compliance, 5 statements; Curiosity, 4 statements; Grades, 3 statements;

Importance of Reading, 2 statements; Reading Efficacy, 2 statements; Reading Involve-

ment, 5 statements; Reading Work Avoidance, 4 statements.

Data collection procedure

At first 40 male students out of 70 from a private Language Institute in Ahvaz were selected

through administering an Interchange Placement Test (Richards et al., 2008). The selected

participants were divided into two groups: “i + 1” group (n= 20) and “i-1” group (n = 20). Both

groups were under the instruction in 20 sessions, during 10 weeks, twice a week and 70min

per session. Next, both groups took a teacher-made test as a reading comprehension pretest

which was developed by the researchers based on the course book content and was checked

against validity and reliability measures. Moreover, Motivation for Reading Questionnaire was

also conducted.

Afterwards, the “i + 1” group received reading passages above the current level, on the other

hand, the “i-1” group received those reading passages which were below their current level.

The reading passages were selected from ACTIVE Skills for Reading series and the interchange

books series. These books were available in the library and bookstore of the language institute.

Moreover, it was proposed that if students could not find the book of their interest, they were

able find them from other libraries and bookstores outside.

At the beginning of each week, the participants were informed how many pages they re-

quired to read. Moreover, at the end of each week, 20min of the class was considered for par-

ticipants to report. They were also given time to talk around various sections of the passages

or stories, their ideas about the major theme of the reading passages, and even gave some re-

marks related to the passages. Moreover, some activities like question and answer (Q&A) was

also used. Q&A consisted of giving participants some questions about the text and students

were encouraged to share their answers and to build ideas of each other’s responses. Finally,

after about 3months and at the end of the study, a posttest was administered to both groups

as the posttest of the study. The procedure was similar to the pretest. Moreover, they an-

swered the MR questionnaire. The reliability of pre-test and posttest was calculated by using

Cronbach Alpha formula and values of 0.896 and 0.793 were obtained respectively. To get

sure about the validity of the test, opinions of five experts were obtained.

Data analysis

In order to analyze the data, Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) software version 25

was used. Firstly, Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) test was used in order to check the normality of

the data. Secondly, descriptive statistics including means and standard deviation were calcu-

lated. Independent and Paired Samples t-test were conducted to compare the means of the ‘i

+ 1’ and ‘i - 1’group. Moreover, Students’ answers to the questionnaire was also analyzed.
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Results
Analyzing pre and post-tests

In order to analyze the gathered data, the SPSS software, version 25 software was used.

Table 1 shows that the statistics of scores is normal as the results obtained from using

SPSS 25. In this case, the parametric statistics like independent samples t-test and

paired samples t-test can be used to get the final results.

In Table 2, the descriptive statistics of both groups is presented in both pretest and

posttest. The i + 1 group’s mean score in pretest is 11.80 and the i-1 group’s mean score

in pretest is 11.65. This means that the both groups are somehow similar in pretest

since they are homogeneous at the beginning of the treatment. Moreover, the above

table reveals the descriptive statistics of both groups on the post-test. The i + 1 group’s

mean score in posttest is 12.65 and the i-1 group’s mean score in posttest is 15.30. An

independent samples t-test is needed to show the difference between the pretest and

post-tests of both groups (Table 3).

In Table 3, an independent samples t-test was used to show the scores of both groups

on the pre-test. Since the Sig (.300) is greater than 0.05, the difference between the

groups is not significant at (p < 0.05). In fact, they performed the same on the pre-test.

Moreover, Table 3 indicates that the difference between the both groups is significant

at (p < 0.05). In fact, the i + 1 group had better performance than the i-1 group on the

post-test (Table 4).

Based on the descriptive statistics in the above table, the mean scores of i + 1group

on the pre and post-tests are 11.80 and 15.30, respectively, and the mean scores of i-1

group on the pre and post-tests are 11.65 and 12.65, respectively (Table 5).

In the above table, a paired samples t-test is used to compare the pre and post-tests

of each group. The difference between the pre-test and post-test the i + 1 group is sig-

nificant since Sig (.000) is less than 0.05, similarly, the difference between the pre-test

and post-test of the i-1 group is significant since Sig (.004) is less than 0.05.

Analyzing questionnaire

Table 6 shows the descriptive statistics of the questionnaire before and after the treat-

ment. The mean scores of both groups before the treatment seem very equal; the mean

of the i-1 group is 81.40 and the mean of i + 1 group is 81.80. It implies that both

groups had the same motivation before receiving the treatment. Moreover, Table 6

Table 1 One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test (Groups’ Pre and Post-tests)

Pre i + 1 Post i + 1 Pre i-1 Post i-1

N 20 20 20 20

Normal Parametersa,b Mean 11.8000 15.3000 11.6500 12.6500

Std. Deviation .41039 1.45458 .48936 1.63111

Most Extreme Differences Absolute .487 .332 .413 .355

Positive .313 .332 .258 .355

Negative −.487 −.186 −.413 −.225

Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z 2.178 1.483 1.846 1.587

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .081 .055 .052 .063
aTest distribution is Normal
b. Calculated from data
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indicates the descriptive statistics of the questionnaire after the treatment. The mean

scores of both groups after the treatment seem very different; the mean of the i-1 group

is 82.15 and the mean of i + 1 group is 128.35. It means that the i + 1 group had better

scores after the treatment.

In Table 7, an independent samples t-test was used to show the scores of both groups

on the questionnaire. Since the Sig (.836) is greater than 0.05, the difference between

the groups is not significant at (p < 0.05). Furthermore, in Table 7, an independent sam-

ples t-test was used to show the scores of both groups on the questionnaire. Since the

Sig (.00) is less than 0.05, the difference between the groups is significant at (p < 0.05).

In fact, the i + 1 group improved their motivation after the treatment.

Discussion
In this part, the researchers discussed the results of the study and answered the questions

raised in chapter one. So, the questions of the present research are answered below.

RQ1: Are there any significant differences between and within the ‘i + 1’ and the ‘i -

1’ groups’ reading comprehension after three-month participation in extensive read-

ing? If so, which group has higher reading comprehension in English?

Based on the results of the present study, both ‘i + 1’ and ‘i – 1’ groups got the same

scores on the pre-test. But on the post-test the experimental (‘i + 1’) group outperformed

the control (‘i – 1’) group. Therefore, the first null hypothesis of the study “There are not

any significant differences between and within the ‘i + 1’ and the ‘i - 1’ groups’ reading

comprehension after three-month participation in extensive reading” is rejected.

Students of the experimental group had improvement on the post-test thanks to the

treatment they had received. The researchers found that the classes were more

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics (Pre-test and Posttest of Both Groups)

Tests Groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean

Pretest i + 1 20 11.80 .41 .09

i-1 20 11.65 .48 .10

Posttest i + 1 20 15.30 1.45 .32

i-1 20 12.65 1.63 .36

Table 3 Independent Samples t-test (Pre-test and Posttest of Both Groups)

Levene’s
Test for
Equality
of
Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t Df Sig.
(2-
tailed)

Mean
Difference

Std. Error
Difference

95%
Confidence
Interval of the
Difference

Lower Upper

Pretest Equal variances assumed 4.43 .042 1.05 38 .300 .150 .14 −.13 .43

Equal variances not assumed 1.05 36.88 .300 .150 .14 −.139 .439

Posttest Equal variances assumed 1.04 .313 5.42 38 .000 2.65 .48 1.66 3.63

Equal variances not assumed 5.42 37.51 .000 2.65 .48 1.66 3.63
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challenging and the students were more involved in learning to understand the reading

texts. The improvement of the students can be attributed to the ‘i + 1’ reading texts as

Krashen (1982) states input which is slightly beyond the current level of competence of

the language learner can be conducive to learning. If i is the language learner’s current

level of competence in the foreign language, then i + 1 is the next immediate step along

the development continuum. Therefore, if the goal is to assist the language learner

progress in their task, it is essential to provide the student/learner with comprehensible

input [i + 1].

The researchers observed that the students were more motivated to read and under-

stand the texts that were more difficult for them, they seemed curious to know the

meaning of unfamiliar words and phrases, consequently, they asked the researchers to

provide the meaning of unknown words, phrases, and sentences, and this attempt led

to their success in reading comprehension.

This study is supported by Bahmani and Farvardin (2017) who discovered the effect-

iveness of different text difficulty levels on FLRA and reading comprehension of EFL

learners. The final findings uncovered that both text difficulty levels significantly en-

hanced the participants’ reading comprehension. The findings also showed that, at the

end of the study, the ‘i + 1’ group’s FLRA increased, while that of the ‘i - 1’ group

decreased.

This study revealed that both ‘i + 1’ and ‘i - 1’ groups had better performances on

their post-tests compared to their pre-tests but, ‘i + 1’ group outperformed the ‘i - 1’

groups on the post-test. So, it is crucially urgent to take into account the difficulty

levels of the texts while teaching and learning.

RQ2: Are there any significant differences between and within the ‘i + 1’ and the ‘i -

1’ groups’ foreign language reading motivation after three-month participation in ex-

tensive reading? If so, which group has lower motivation towards reading in English?

After analyzing the data, it was revealed that the students in ‘i + 1’ group were more

motivated than the ‘i - 1’ group. It means that after the treatment which lasted about

three months, it was revealed the ‘i + 1’ group’ motivation towards reading in English

was remarkably increased in contrast with the other group (i.e., ‘i - 1′ group). Conse-

quently, the second null hypothesis of the study “There are not any significant differ-

ences between and within the ‘i + 1’ and the ‘i - 1’ groups’ foreign language reading

motivation after three-month participation in extensive reading” is rejected. The re-

sults of this study are in contrast with Chiang (2015) who investigated the different

text difficulty levels on L2 reading perceptions and reading comprehension. The find-

ings showed that diverse difficulty levels of reading text did not significantly influence

participants’ reading.

Table 4 Paired Samples Statistics (Pre and Post-tests of Both Group)

Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean

Pair 1 Pre i + 1 11.8000 20 .41039 .09177

Post i + 1 15.3000 20 1.45458 .32525

Pair 2 Pre i-1 11.6500 20 .48936 .10942

Post i-1 12.6500 20 1.63111 .36473
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In contrast to the common belief that easy materials may increase the motivation of EFL

learners, this study proved that the more difficult materials could increase Iranian EFL

learners’ motivation towards reading English. It can be claimed that difficult materials have

discovery nature, meaning that, students want to discover and understand new things. In

addition, students may do not have much more motivation to learn easy and ordinary mate-

rials without rich content. These results are in line with previous research (Chiang, 2015; Ta-

naka, 2007). Constant exposure to the input (i.e., i + 1) over 3 months seemed to have had a

significant effect on developing participants’ reading comprehension. It could be possible that

consistent exposure to written input facilitated the participants’ incidental vocabulary learning

(Mikeladze, 2014).

Conclusion
This research compared the effects of ‘i + 1’ and ‘i - 1’ materials on extensive reading

of Iranian EFL learners. The findings indicated that both ‘i + 1’ and ‘i - 1’ groups had

better performances on their post-test in comparing to their pre-tests but there was a

significant difference between their post-tests, in fact, the ‘i + 1’ group outperformed the

‘i - 1’ group on the post-test. The ‘i + 1’ materials could help Iranian EFL learners in-

crease their reading English motivation after three-month. It can be concluded that test

difficulty levels should be considered in selecting the target reading texts of EFL English

books. In addition, it can be concluded that the materials of EFL English textbooks

should be one level higher than the current level of the students to motivate and chal-

lenge them. This study comes to the conclusion that the input hypothesis of Krashen

(1982) “learners progress in their knowledge of the language when they comprehend

language input that is slightly more advanced than their current level” is valid.

The other conclusion which can be drawn from this study is the importance of the

EFL learners’ motivation. The motivation of the students should be increased to learn

English language more easily since motivation directs behavior toward particular goals,

it will increase students’ time on task and is also an important factor affecting their

learning and achievement. Motivation enhances cognitive processing. Motivation deter-

mines whether a student will pursue a task (even a difficult one) with enthusiasm or a

Table 5 Paired Samples Test (Pre and Post-tests of Both Group)

Paired Differences t df Sig.
(2-
tailed)

Mean Std.
Deviation

Std.
Error
Mean

95% Confidence Interval of the
Difference

Lower Upper

Pair 1 Pre i + 1 – Post i + 1 −3.500 1.31789 .29469 −4.11679 −2.88321 −11.877 19 .000

Pair 2 Pre i-1 – Post i-1 −1.000 1.37649 .30779 −1.64422 −.35578 −3.249 19 .004

Table 6 Descriptive Statistics (Questionnaire of Both Groups before and after the Treatment)

groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean

Pretest i-1 group 20 81.40 5.80 1.29

i + 1 group 20 81.80 6.30 1.40

Posttest i-1 group 20 82.15 6.73 1.50

i + 1 group 20 128.35 16.54 3.691
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lackluster attitude. So, it is important to recognize aspects that foster internal motiv-

ation in English language learning.

This study provides some implications for teachers, learners, and material designers.

Teachers can benefit from the ‘i + 1’ or the ‘i - 1’ in reading courses as a supplementary

activity. This study can make teachers aware to take the text difficulty levels into ac-

count when they want to teach reading texts. In addition, the findings can help teachers

to motivate their learners through challenging them with more difficult texts. Teachers

should try to familiarize their students with innovative teaching strategies such as the

one explored in this study- text difficulty levels. Based on the findings of this study,

EFL learners can expose themselves to more comprehensible inputs to learn English

language more easily. This study showed that comprehension precedes production, so,

EFL learners should be subjected to much more comprehensible input. This study un-

derscores the importance of input both for teachers and learners. The findings of the

present study can make the material designers aware to incorporate English texts suit-

able to the students’ level of proficiency in EFL English books.

It is crucially important to mention that the results of this study supported the study

done by Bahmani and Farvardin (2017). However, there is a main difference. In fact,

Bahmani and Farvardin focused more on reading anxiety and they did not pay attention

to reading motivation.
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