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Abstract 

This article focuses on the positive effects reading comprehension has on the vocabulary 

acquisition process of ESL adult learners. The purpose is to show students the benefits of 

reading comprehension and motivate them to read more. The article is a literature review of 

different authors who talk about reading comprehension effects and methods. 
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Introduction 

The following article aims to determine the benefits reading has on adult learners, 

specifically in terms of vocabulary acquisition, which is an important aspect when learning a 

language. For this purpose, the article is divided into three sections. The first section talks 

about the effects reading comprehension has on vocabulary acquisition in adult learners. 

Then, based on the reading comprehension effects found, some methods are going 

to be recommended to implement with adult students. As Vargas (2020) mentioned, several 

aspects such as motivation, age, skills, and life experiences have to be taken into account 

to help students to acquire new vocabulary. Therefore, the methods that are going to be 

suggested are going to be focused on intermediate and advanced ESL adult learners, who 

do not have the habit of reading even in their native language. 

At the end of the article, some of the benefits of reading are going to be explained to 

motivate adults to engage in reading as a vocabulary acquisition method. Boakye (2017) 

defined extensive reading as a pleasure activity and mentioned it has benefits on vocabulary 

acquisition and other aspects important in the language learning process, such as sentence 

and discourse organization. 

  

Reading Comprehension and Vocabulary Acquisition 

As educators, it is common to hear in our workplaces that reading is important for 

young children, that it can develop critical thinking and increase vocabulary, and that it is 

very important to motivate our students to read and include more readings in our lessons. 

However, does reading comprehension really help to acquire vocabulary? and do adults 

obtain the same benefits from reading as children?  

  

 



Effects of Reading Comprehension on Vocabulary Acquisition in Adult Learners 

Relationships 

Caretti et al. (2009) mentioned that there is a strong relationship between working 

memory and reading comprehension. They explained that working memory is not only a 

matter of information storage, but it also requires visuo-spatial and attentional tasks. This 

piece of information is useful for educators because it shows how behind a single aspect, 

such as memory, students are working on other tasks without noticing it. It is easy to think 

that when someone reads, this person is just obtaining the information from the text. 

However, if  what happens when a person reads is carefully analyzed, it is possible to notice 

that he or she is working on several cognitive processes. 

When reading, a person can analyze each word from the text in terms of meaning 

and associations. Regarding the definition of a word, especially when the text is a foreign 

language, the reader tries to remember the meaning of it. About relationships, students can 

remember where they have seen that word before and relate it to a specific moment or piece 

of information. When a person reads, he or she may also analyze the meaning of the 

sentence as a whole; unconsciously, he or she is reviewing or learning grammar structures. 

Finally, students find new words and review vocabulary they have not seen in a long time. 

 

Extensive Reading 

Jiren (2018) mentioned that teaching vocabulary does not guarantee that students 

will succeed at reading, but a lack of vocabulary leads to poor reading comprehension; the 

author also analyzed different studies of the effects of extensive reading and found that it 

has significant positive effects on vocabulary acquisition. 

But what is extensive reading? Boakye (2017) defined extensive reading as reading 

for pleasure and mentioned that it has benefits on vocabulary acquisition and other aspects 

that are important in the language learning process, such as sentence and discourse 



organization. Also, Nation (2009) explained that extensive reading focuses on the input and 

fluency improvement by providing more unknown vocabulary to the reader. 

 

Other Reading Options 

As Jiren and Boakye mentioned, extensive reading has proven to help students to 

acquire new vocabulary, but it is not very frequently used in second language classrooms. 

Then, why is it not applied despite the proven benefits? If some teachers think about their 

experience as educators, they can believe that they do not have enough time for extensive 

reading in our class because they need to cover other language skills and their students 

have other school occupations. Therefore, teachers may look for other options so that their 

students can learn vocabulary by reading. 

Shirin (2016) conducted a study about reading short digital texts, concluding that the 

usage of digital reading resources had a positive impact on reading comprehension. This is 

not the opposite of extensive reading because as Shirin (2018) mentioned, online reading 

gives students the opportunity of choosing a text based on their level and interests. This 

option is shorter and therefore faster to cover texts. But at the same time, it creates a 

reading-for-pleasure environment as it happens in extensive reading. 

The author mentioned digital texts have benefits, but are printed books useful, too? 

Delgado et al. (2018) made an analysis on how reading printed books and reading digital 

books impact reading comprehension, concluding that the participants who read printed 

texts had better results than the ones who used printed books.  

Those investigations provide important information that needs to be considered 

when choosing reading materials for our students. However, we also need to pay attention 

to our environment and listen to our students. In my experience as a teacher of adult ESL 

students, my students have had both options, printed and digital books. We may think most 

of them preferred the digital version because it is convenient, but most of my students have 



expressed that they prefer or need to use printed materials because they want to take notes 

about them. This does not mean that digital books do not work; every student will have 

different preferences and needs. 

As teachers, we have to provide different options to our students, printed and digital 

readings, extensive and short readings, because our real goal is not to grade them but to 

help them to find methods that improve their language skills, and help them to acquire more 

vocabulary. 

 

Reading Comprehension Methods Recommended to Implement with Adult Students 

Thornbury (2002) mentioned that a traditional vocabulary learning method was 

memorizing lists of words; on the other hand, text provides the opportunity of learning 

vocabulary for sentence building purposes; words are presented in context, showing 

students not only the meaning of a word but also how it is used in different grammatical 

structures. Thornbury (2002), Jiren (2018), and Boakye (2017) agreed that reading can 

increase the vocabulary range due to the relationships created between the new words 

found in the text and the context they are found in, but reading by itself is not a method; it is 

just an activity. 

Aziza and Bakar (2019) reviewed several articles about reading comprehension 

strategies. Their article is divided into Cognitive and Metacognitive Reading Strategies. 

Cognitive reading strategies consist of dividing the activity in this case reading 

comprehension into tasks, such as scanning the reading, underlining, and summarizing. 

These strategies are used in traditional lessons in which students are asked to read a text 

and hand in a summary, or in some cases, students are taught to scan a reading.  

Metacognitive reading strategies refer to monitoring and analyzing the learning 

process. To apply metacognitive strategies, an educator can provide students with a variety 

of texts to read during the course. After every reading, students can be asked orally what 



they understood and learned from it, instead of handing in a paper with the reading 

summary. Finally, after listening to the students’ comments about the reading, the teacher 

can give them other texts chosen based on their needs and level. This can be a practice 

done along the course; the students’ comments are the tools the teacher can use to monitor 

their learning process, and by talking about what they learned, students can be more aware 

of their improvement. 

On the other hand, Yusmalinda and Astuti (2020) focused on specific methods 

instead of kinds of strategies. It is important to clarify that the methods mentioned by these 

authors are not specifically for reading comprehension; they are well-known language 

learning methods that, in this case, were focused on reading.  

Among them, the one that could be useful for vocabulary acquisition is the Grammar-

Translation Method. According to Yusmalinda and Astuti (2020), the teachers first assign 

students to do a reading and then open a space for students to ask questions about words 

or phrases they did not understand in the text. The activity mentioned is focused on learning 

new vocabulary by exposing students to reading material with words and phrases they do 

not know yet.  

The traditional way of applying the activity mentioned would be letting students read, 

underline the words they do not know, and finally, the educator explains the meaning of 

those words. However, it can be changed in order to avoid a traditional teacher-centered 

class; students can work in groups. After reading, they can ask their peers if they know the 

meaning of the words they did not understand. In this way, students can share their 

knowledge and acquire new vocabulary with the help of their classmates. 

On the other hand, for adult learners, the Project-Based Learning method could be 

meaningful. Yusmalinda and Astuti (2020) explained that students were asked to read a 

recipe and perform it after reading. This project can help students to learn by doing but also 



perceive reading as something useful and necessary because they are doing it with a very 

clear purpose.  

This method can be applied to many different projects and purposes. For example, 

it can be used in different majors; tourism students can be asked to create a tour itinerary, 

mechanics students develop a manual to assemble a machine, computer science students 

can write a user manual for a software program, etc… In order to accomplish those projects, 

students are going to need to read about the countries that are going to be visited or the 

machine they are going to assemble. This experience can show students that they not only 

can read stories, as it is usually done in language courses, but also they can read for 

practical purposes, such as learning for a job. 

  

Benefits of Reading 

Vargas (2020) mentioned that several aspects, such as motivation, age, skills, and 

life experiences, have to be taken into account to help students to acquire new vocabulary. 

In Costa Rica, readings are assigned at primary schools and high schools, some students 

may read on their own at home for fun. But in my experience as a student and teacher, when 

a group is asked about the books they read, very few or even in some cases no students 

answer; they may be shy or do not read at all. Some students are also honest and comment 

that they do not like reading. Therefore, with a population that has to read for school but not 

always as a leisure activity, it is important to motivate them and explain to them the benefits 

extensive reading has on fluency and vocabulary acquisition. 

Fujiyaki (2018) talked about two types of motivation, integrative and instrumental 

motivation. Integrative motivation in language learning is focused on a social reason to learn, 

such as making friends, learning about other cultures, or traveling. On the other hand, 

instrumental motivation is test-oriented. 



As mentioned before, in Costa Rica, students are used to reading at school to 

complete homework, or answer a test. This means that their motivation to read is 

instrumental due to their life experiences. With traditional methods, such as vocabulary lists, 

students are more likely to use their instrumental motivation, by memorizing the lists only for 

a test.  

However, educators can generate integrative motivation by asking their students why 

they want to learn the language and take their comments into account when choosing 

readings for the class. If teachers ask a group of students why they want to learn English, 

they are going to get different answers, all of them giving information about what motivates 

the group. Some students may say they want to move to another country; others may want 

to learn English to get a better job, and others may want to travel, etc…, but it is possible to 

say all of them have the desire of acquiring fluency for the different purposes they 

mentioned.  

Jiang (2016) collected some definitions of fluency; most of them agreed that fluency 

is the ability to read effortlessly, quickly, and understand the text. Jiang (2016) also 

mentioned that if a student has difficulties recognizing individual words, fluency is going to 

be affected. Therefore, to acquire the desired fluency, students need to learn vocabulary 

and reading can be the tool to acquire that vocabulary. It is useful to know the students’ 

reason to learn the language because in this way, teachers can provide them texts that help 

them to acquire vocabulary useful for their personal goals. Once students notice the results, 

such as understanding or remembering the vocabulary needed to express their ideas, they 

can become more motivated to keep reading. 

Also, explaining to our students that reading can help them to acquire new 

vocabulary can be a key point to motivate them to read more. However, Hedgcock and Ferris 

(2009) mentioned that just telling students that reading is going to help them, it is not going 

to make them feel motivated, especially when educators assign a reading. I agree with the 



authors; just by hearing that something is good does not mean the audience is not going to 

immediately start enjoying it. Also, the word “assign” can turn any project, no matter how 

exciting it is, into another simple and tedious homework assignment, and unfortunately, most 

of us as educators must give assignments as part of an institutional requirement.  So how 

can we make our students read more and as a pleasure activity? 

People tend to do activities with a specific purpose; for example, students memorize 

irregular past tense verbs for their past tense test. If students do not have an objective for 

reading, such as an assignment or test, their instrumental motivation will not be present; 

therefore, they will not have a clear or specific reason for reading. But if students are able 

to experiment by themselves the benefits of reading, they are going to see the purpose of it; 

after some weeks of reading, teachers can ask their students what new words they have 

learned, so they become more aware of their own improvement and stay motivated. The 

goal is not to get students to read or love books; the purpose is to show them the benefits 

or goal of reading, so they have more reasons to start reading. 

 

Conclusion 

Different authors mention reading comprehension has cognitive benefits. All kinds of 

texts were recommended, long, short, digital, and printed material. But it is important to point 

out that most of the authors noted the benefits of reading for pleasure. 

As it was commented before, just by telling our students reading is good for them will 

not make them like this activity. But they need to be conscious that if they want to see 

significant improvement; just reading a couple of short texts will not be enough. As in many 

other skills we learn, persistence is a key element; therefore, doing an activity by pleasure 

can help to find the process less tedious and even forget they are doing it to study. 

The authors also commented the importance of taking into account different aspects 

of the population, such as personal interests and motivation to learn the language. For this 



purpose, I would recommend asking students what they like and why they want to learn the 

language before assigning a reading in order to have more possibilities of choosing readings 

that keep students motivated and help them to enjoy reading. 

Also, it is helpful to know the difference between integrative and instrumental 

motivation. Due to their institution obligations, teachers may use instrumental motivation; 

they have to apply tests and summative assignments, and with the intention of helping 

students to succeed on those tasks, it is possible to deliver the wrong message without 

noticing it: “study for the test”. However, as mentioned before, this can be changed by taking 

into account the reason why students want to learn and helping them to experience the 

benefits of reading; turning this activity into something they know can be useful and 

beneficial for them. 

Most of the authors agreed that reading comprehension has benefits, not only for 

vocabulary acquisition due to the relationships that are created between the new words, 

their meaning, and the text they were found in, but it also has benefits for other skills’ 

acquisition, such as fluency and grammar awareness. However, teachers need to be aware 

that no one learns from other people’s experiences; if they want to awaken in their students 

the love for reading, educators have to provide students with the tools they need to 

experience the benefits and joy of reading. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



References  

Aziza, A., & Bakar, A. (2019) Review of Studies on Cognitive and Metacognitive Reading 

Strategies in Teaching Reading Comprehension for ESL/ESL Learners. English 

Language Teaching, 2(6), 94-111. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1215830 

Boakye, N. (2017). Extensive reading in a tertiary reading programme: Students' accounts 

of affective and cognitive benefits. Reading & Writing, 8(1), 1-9. 

Carretti, B., Borella, E., Cornoldi, C., & De Beni, R. (2009). Role of working memory in 

explaining the performance of individuals with specific reading comprehension 

difficulties: A meta-analysis. Learning and Individual Differences, 19(2),  246-251. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2008.10.002 

Delgado, P., Vargas, C., Ackerman, R., & Salmerona, L. (2018). Don't throw away your 

printed books: A meta-analysis on the effects of reading media on reading 

comprehension. Educational Research Review, 25, 23-38. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2018.09.003 

Fujigaki, E. (2018). Read More Project: Reading Ability and Motivation Issues. Extensive 

Reading World Congress Proceedings.                         https://jalt-

publications.org/content/index.php/jer/article/download/65/45/1528 

Hedgcock, J. Ferris, D. (2009). Teaching Readers of English. Routledge. 

Jiang, X. (2016). The Role of Oral Reading Fluency in ESL Reading Comprehension among 

Learners of Different First Language Backgrounds. The Reading Matrix: An 

International Online Journal, 16(2), 227-242. 

http://mail.readingmatrix.com/files/15-47d6ye21.pdf 

Jiren, L., & Zhang, J. (2018). The Effects of Extensive Reading on English Vocabulary 

Learning: A Meta-analysis. English Language Teaching, 11(6), 1-15. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325021245_The_Effects_of_Extensive_

Reading_on_English_Vocabulary_Learning_A_Meta-analysis 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1215830
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1215830
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2008.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2008.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2008.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2018.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2018.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2018.09.003
https://jalt-publications.org/content/index.php/jer/article/download/65/45/1528
https://jalt-publications.org/content/index.php/jer/article/download/65/45/1528
http://mail.readingmatrix.com/files/15-47d6ye21.pdf
http://mail.readingmatrix.com/files/15-47d6ye21.pdf
http://mail.readingmatrix.com/files/15-47d6ye21.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325021245_The_Effects_of_Extensive_Reading_on_English_Vocabulary_Learning_A_Meta-analysis
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325021245_The_Effects_of_Extensive_Reading_on_English_Vocabulary_Learning_A_Meta-analysis
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325021245_The_Effects_of_Extensive_Reading_on_English_Vocabulary_Learning_A_Meta-analysis
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325021245_The_Effects_of_Extensive_Reading_on_English_Vocabulary_Learning_A_Meta-analysis


Nation, I.S.P. (2009). Teaching ESL/ESL Reading and Writing. Routledge. 

Thornbury, S. (2002). How to teach vocabulary. Pearson. 

Shirin, S. (2016). "Effect of Digital Reading on Comprehension of English Prose Texts in 

ESL/ESL Contexts," International Journal of English Language and Literature 

Studies,  5(2),111-117.  https://ideas.repec.org/a/asi/ijells/2016p111-117.html 

Vargas, S. (2020). Using Self Regulated Learning Strategies to Foster Adult ESL Learners' 

Vocabulary Acquisition. [Unpublished Master's Thesis]. Greensboro College. 

https://search.proquest.com/openview/a57b72f40ae0a0bf09d07662f9e069ef/1?p

q-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y 

Yusmalinda, A., & Astuti, P. (2020). English teachers’ methods in teaching reading 

comprehension of procedure text. ELT Forum: Journal of English Language 

Teaching, 9(1), 75-84. https://doi.org/10.15294/elt.v9i1.38676 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://ideas.repec.org/a/asi/ijells/2016p111-117.html
https://search.proquest.com/openview/a57b72f40ae0a0bf09d07662f9e069ef/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y
https://search.proquest.com/openview/a57b72f40ae0a0bf09d07662f9e069ef/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y
https://search.proquest.com/openview/a57b72f40ae0a0bf09d07662f9e069ef/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y
https://search.proquest.com/openview/a57b72f40ae0a0bf09d07662f9e069ef/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y
https://doi.org/10.15294/elt.v9i1.38676
https://doi.org/10.15294/elt.v9i1.38676


 
 

 
  



 


