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Abstract: This paper presents some contemporary nonfiction books for extensive reading that can be used with intermediate and advanced 

students, who are studying English language in a high school or university, especially suitable for programs, connected with natural 

sciences. The idea is to increase their motivation in reading as well as in learning the foreign language and natural sciences with some 

interesting assignments connected with these books that will also be proposed in the paper.  
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1. Introduction 

Reading books is essential for anyone who wants to master their 

language skills and competences regardless if we mean native or 

foreign language. However, teachers and also parents face great 

difficulties to motivate 21st century students to read books. They, of 

course, live in a totally different environment compared to the 

young people of the 90s. Nowadays we are all surrounded by 

computers, mobile phones, AI, VR, so many electronic gadgets and 

all the information is just a click, a second ahead of us. Assignments 

like ―Read ―Great Expectations‖ by Charles Dickens and write a 

summary of the book!‖ are really hard tasks for our modern 

students. This thick classic with its exuberant, colourful vocabulary 

is great for improving language skills, but students today would 

rather ―google‖ the title immediately, download a summary from 

the Internet or just watch a short video about the book. Probably it 

is a psychological problem, too. Many psychologists report about 

young people’s lack of patience or attention deficiency. Therefore 

they quickly lose interest in long, descriptive and explanatory texts. 

Focusing on foreign language classroom this paper aims to 

search and combine new and traditional methods to encourage and 

motivate learners to read more books. Some nonfiction books are 

considered and observed as options for extensive reading. 

To get maximum benefit from their reading, students need to be 

involved in both extensive and intensive reading. Whereas with the 

former, a teacher encourages students to choose for themselves 

what they read and to do so for pleasure and general language 

improvement, the latter is often (but not exclusively) teacher-chosen 

and directed. It is designed to enable students to develop specific 

receptive skills such as reading for gist (or general understanding- 

often called skimming), reading for specific information (often 

called scanning), reading for detailed comprehension or reading for 

inference (what is 'behind' the words) and attitude. [1] 

Extensive reading usually takes place at home or in a library or 

any convenient place for the student at any convenient time. 

Nowadays they can even choose to read e-books on their phones, 

laptops, e-readers, etc. The main point is that students who read 

independently become better readers, score higher on tests in all 

subject areas, and have greater content knowledge than those who 

do not. Next question is: what to read? A few factors need to be 

considered: students’ age, their level of language competence, 

school or university program, also their own interests. Teachers can 

leave the choice to the learners according to their preferences, but in 

this case students may not have enough experience to orient 

themselves in the vast variety of books. The other option is for the 

teacher to provide a list of or even a specific book for the students’ 

extensive, out-of-the-classroom reading. 

This paper aims to suggest a list of some nonfiction books that 

may be suitable for intermediate or advanced students, who are 

studying English at high school or university. Also, different kinds 

of accomplishing exercises are provided.  

2. Nonfiction books 

Reading nonfiction books in the target language has two major 

advantages: they can enrich students’ vocabulary in the field of 

natural sciences with a great variety of terms and specific words in 

context, so they can use them more confidently later and also they 

expand students’ understanding of the world, challenge their 

thinking and intelligence capacity.  

The list of interesting and influential modern nonfiction books 

can be very long, but here our attention will be focused only on 

three of them. 

1. Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind by Yuval Noah 

Harari 

Yuval Noah Harari, born in 1976 in Israel, is a historian, public 

intellectual, and writer. His works and public lectures on Earth’s 

history, the future of the world, artificial intelligence, wars and 

other contemporary problems are highly influential. 

In his book Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2011 – in 

Hebrew, 2014 – in English). Harari examines the history of 

humankind from the Stone Age up to the 21st century, focusing on 

Homo sapiens. He divides the history of Sapiens into four major 

parts: 

 The Cognitive Revolution (c. 70,000 BCE, the start 

of behavioral modernity when imagination evolved in 

Sapiens). 

  The (first) Agricultural Revolution (c. 10,000 BCE, 

the development of agriculture). 

  The Unification of Humankind (c. 34 CE, the 

gradual consolidation of human political 

organizations towards globalization). 

 The Scientific Revolution (c. 1543 CE, the 

emergence of objective science). [2] 

This book covers 2.5 million years of human history and readers 

may expect a dry repetition of names and dates, but actually, all the 

information is provided in a comprehensible and captivating 

manner. The author does not just tell us what happened, he also 

offers a fascinating analysis of what historical events meant for the 

humans living today. From the discovery of farming to the 

invention of money, to the rise of monotheistic religions, to the 

scientific revolution… they all changed our lives. The author also 

argues if farming and monotheistic religions were good for 

humankind or did they cause much more harm and suffering. The 

book starts with a timeline of history, starting from ―13,8 billion 

years ago – matter and energy appear. Beginning of physics. Atoms 

and molecules appear. Beginning of chemistry‖, then ―4,5 billion – 

Formation of Earth‖ … to the Present and the Future.  It is a very 

useful timeline that gives us a structure of what to expect from the 

book. It is also useful for English learners because it gives them the 

key vocabulary connected with the content: e.g., matter, energy, 
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emergence, evolution, human species, extinction, mankind, 

cognitive, agricultural, industrial, revolution, etc.  

Though the four parts of the book are not independent, they can 

be read separately by pre-intermediate students; they can even 

choose the part that is most interesting for them. Thus, they will not 

lose motivation if the language and the subject are more difficult for 

them. Every part gives a vast field for interpretations because the 

author not only states the facts that are already known for the 

science but also gives his personal opinion about the historical 

events. All this can provoke students’ thinking and encourage them 

to express their own opinion in English, leaning on the vocabulary 

they learn from the book. 

2. “A Short History of Nearly Everything” by Bill Bryson 

William McGuire Bryson, born in 1951, is an American-British 

journalist and author. Bryson has written a number of nonfiction 

books on topics like travel, the English language, and science. 

In his book A Short History of Nearly Everything, the author 

tries to understand the universe and human existence, attaching 

himself to experts and reading their books, making science 

entertaining and accessible. What makes it suitable for students is 

that all the facts are presented in a funny, but at the same time 

profound and clear way, and it is like an entertaining adventure in 

the realms of human knowledge.  

Bryson describes graphically and in nonprofessional terms the 

size of the universe and that of atoms and subatomic particles. He 

then explores the history of geology and biology and traces life 

from its first appearance to today's modern humans, emphasizing 

the development of the modern Homo sapiens. He discusses the 

possibility of the Earth being struck by a meteorite and reflects on 

human capabilities of spotting a meteor before it impacts the Earth 

and the extensive damage that such an event would cause. He also 

describes some of the most recent destructive disasters of volcanic 

origin in the history of our planet, including Krakatoa and 

Yellowstone National Park. 

What is precious about this book is that science is presented in a 

comprehensible, interesting, and even funny way that can draw 

students’ attention. It is valuable that most of the significant 

scientists are introduced with their great achievements, some of 

which change the world, and also with some intriguing facts from 

their personal lives that make the stories even more interesting and 

appealing. Here is an example: ―1905. In that year, Einstein 

published three papers that revolutionized physics. In the same year, 

he was turned down for two teaching jobs.‖ [3] Bryson pays the 

deserved attention to Albert Einstein as a great physician and also to 

his peculiar personality. The author reveals the weak personal traits 

of many other great scientists. Here is another quotation that reveals 

Bryson’s captivating writing style: ―As he aged, Mendeleyev 

became increasingly eccentric—he refused to acknowledge the 

existence of radiation or the electron or anything else much that was 

new—and difficult. His final decades were spent mostly storming 

out of labs and lecture halls all across Europe. In 1955, element 101 

was named mendelevium in his honor. ―Appropriately,‖ notes Paul 

Strathern, ―it is an unstable element.‖ [4]  

It is actually remarkable how much students can learn about 

most of the profound scientific minds, living and dead. This book 

has the potential to inspire students to search for even more 

information about the scientists and their great inventions and to 

read more specific books in the particular field. However, in A 

Short History of Nearly Everything students have the opportunity to 

become familiar with key vocabulary in geology, chemistry, 

paleontology, astronomy, particle physics, etc. 

Bill Bryson searches for answers to so many questions. His 

interest is not simply to discover what we know but to find out how 

we know it. How do we know what is in the center of the earth, 

thousands of miles beneath the surface? How can we know the 

extent and the composition of the universe, or what a black hole is? 

How can we know where the continents were 600 million years 

ago? How did anyone ever figure these things out? 

A Short History of Nearly Everything is full of fascinating 

scientific facts; it uncovers the wonders of the natural world, 

shedding light on topics often considered complex or intimidating.  

3. “A Brief History of Time” by Stephen Hawking 

Stephen Hawking, one of the greatest minds of our time (born 

1941 - died 2018), was an English theoretical physicist, 

cosmologist, and author who was director of research at the Centre 

for Theoretical Cosmology at the University of Cambridge. 

First published in 1988 A Brief History of Time  makes the most 

important theories, discoveries, and phenomena from the world of 

physics accessible to everyone with just some general knowledge of 

math and physics. 

This remarkable book contains 12 chapters and also a glossary 

where some scientific terms are explained, which makes it 

extremely useful for English language learners. Here are some 

examples from the glossary:  

Absolute zero: The lowest possible temperature, at which 

substances contain no heat energy. 

Acceleration: The rate at which the speed of an object is 

changing. 

Anthropic principle: We see the universe the way it is because if 

it were different we would not be here to observe it.  

The content of the chapters is as follows: 

 Chapter 1: Our Picture of the Universe – an overview 

of humanity’s evolving understanding of the universe, 

from ancient cosmologies to modern theories of 

relativity and quantum mechanics 

 Chapter 2: Space and Time – it is discussed how 

space and time are interconnected in a four-

dimensional framework known as spacetime. 

 Chapter 3: The Expanding Universe - Edwin 

Hubble’s observations are presented and the theory 

that the Universe is expanding. 

 Chapter 4: The Uncertainty Principle - principles of 

quantum mechanics, focusing on Werner 

Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle. 

 Chapter 5: Elementary Particles and the Forces of 

Nature - the fundamental particles that make up the 

universe are discussed, and also the four fundamental 

forces: gravity, electromagnetism, and the strong and 

weak nuclear forces. 

 Chapter 6: Black Holes - concept of black holes, their 

formation, and their properties – one of the main 

topics in the book. 

 Chapter 7: Black Holes Ain’t So Black - the concept 

of event horizons is introduced and the paradoxes that 

arise when considering the fate of information that 

falls into a black hole are discussed.  

 Chapter 8: The Origin and Fate of the Universe - 

various cosmological models are presented by the 

author, including the oscillating universe and the no-

boundary proposal, and the possibility of a universe 

with no boundaries or singularities is considered.  

 Chapter 9: The Arrow of Time - Hawking states that 

not only is there the thermodynamic arrow of time, 

there is also the psychological arrow of time (by 

which we remember the past but not the future) and 
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the cosmological arrow of time, the direction in which 

the universe expands but does not contract. 

 Chapter 10: Wormholes and Time Travel - Hawking 

explores the possibilities for time travel, using 

Richard Feynman's sum over histories approach and 

quantum theory. 

 Chapter 11: The Unification of Physics - the author 

states that physics is drawing closer to a complete 

unified theory. This theory would fully explain the 

behavior of waves and particles at the very smallest 

levels of matter in quantum mechanics and the cosmic 

behavior of the largest levels of matter under the 

theory of relativity. [5] 

 There is also a chapter where three great scientific 

minds in the field of physics are presented: Albert 

Einstein, Galileo Galilei, and Sir Isaac Newton. 

Stephen Hawking has chosen to discuss each man's 

relationship to and attitude toward science through 

observation and speculation rather than repeating 

well-known facts about them.  

This book would probably be more appropriate for students who 

are interested in physics and astronomy, but it can provoke interest 

in anyone who asks themselves the big questions of time and the 

universe. 

As it can be seen from the titles, these three books have a lot in 

common. They attempt to explain the history of our world in an 

accessible, relatively short, and captivating manner. However, they 

are very different, because their author had a different perspective, 

education and beliefs. Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind is 

more philosophical, A Brief History of Nearly Everything is more 

entertaining and A Brief History of Time is more scientific. Students 

can like any of them, they can have their favourite, but the point is 

these books are really significant, and they have the potential to 

motivate students learn more vocabulary connected with the natural 

sciences and also encourage them to express their opinion about the 

history and the future of the Earth and humankind. 

The three books start with the Big Bang theory about the origin 

of the Universe and then continue to explore the history of 

humankind but from different perspectives. Harari is more 

interested in the development of human kind. He states that history 

was shaped fundamentally by the agricultural, cognitive, and 

scientific revolutions. These revolutions influenced organisms or 

humans deeply. Thus, this topic simply acknowledges that the 

origin of humankind and other organisms began from some simple 

phenomena like energy and matter, atoms and molecules. 

Nevertheless, Harari asks, “What was the Sapiens’ secret of 

success?” Bryson, on the other hand, focuses on the development of 

science and how the great scientists made their discoveries. The 

book is actually an enlightening summary of contemporary 

scientific thinking relating to all aspects of life, from the creation of 

the universe to our relationship with the tiniest of bacteria. Hawking 

reveals the history of time and humankind through the prism of 

physics; Newton and Einstein are frequently mentioned in the book, 

but also the author’s own ideas about the Universe, Black holes and 

the future provoke readers. It can encourage students to question 

their understanding of time, space, and the nature of reality.  

3. Exercises 

In ER, the purposes of reading are usually related to pleasure, 

information, and general understanding, and reading is its own 

reward [6]. When students read as much as possible, it is also 

considered as one of the reading activities called Free Voluntary 

Reading (FVR) or pleasure reading [7]. 

Even though extensive reading should be done mostly for fun 

and general language development, giving the students a choice of 

activities or tasks to complete while and/or after reading their book 

will help you keep them accountable for their reading and will let 

the teacher know if they understand the gist of what they are 

reading as well.. 

 

1. Writing a summary/ Presenting an oral summary of the 

book 

Usually students are used to writing summaries of fictional 

stories, mentioning the main characters, the plot, and their own 

feelings. However, making a summary of a nonfiction book is quite 

different and challenging. The important thing here is for students 

to understand the main ideas and manage to summarise them in a 

few pages. It is not an easy task; they need to be familiar with a lot 

of scientific terms in different areas of knowledge. It is a better idea 

for lower level students to write summaries of particular chapters of 

the book; they can even choose the ones that were most interesting 

and comprehensible for them. It is better for their language 

improvement if they are assigned to present the main ideas of the 

author orally in front of the class. 

2. Making vocabulary lists divided into different topics 

It may be a little bit old-fashioned for our modern students to 

use paper dictionaries to look up new words and make glossaries in 

their notebooks. However, it remains one very useful and effective 

exercise. Teachers should be more flexible and allow learners to use 

online dictionaries, but to insist on writing down the new word not 

only with their meaning in L1, but also with synonyms and 

definitions. For extensive reading it is not necessary to test students 

on these new words, it is far enough if they can use them in context.  

The more difficult task is to divide their glossary into specific 

topics. They can be, for example, different branches of science like 

geology, chemistry, paleontology, astronomy, physics, etc. 

3. Writing essays on problems mentioned in the book 

Foreign language learners typically prefer to communicate their 

ideas through written texts because they have more time to reflect 

and double-check any terms they are unsure of. Composing essays 

on issues covered in the book can be quite helpful because the 

writer has a text to draw from, can quote from it, debate the author, 

and express agreement or disagreement. It is preferable if the 

assignment is given as homework 

4. Comparing the books – group work 

The class can be divided into some smaller teams. Each team 

will be assigned to read a particular book and then compare it to 

other group’s book. What is important to be considered is that the 

books should discus similar problems like the three books 

mentioned above. The teacher’s task will be to prepare suitable 

questions. 

5. Discussing  books  

For this exercise, students need to read the same book for a 

certain period of time and then the teacher to organise the debate as 

a moderator. Students will express their own opinion about the 

problems and questions in the book. Debates can also be organised.  

 According to Harmer discussing books after they have been 

read does not just help to motivate the students, however. It is also a 

way of helping them to remember what they have experienced and 

encouraging them to use words and phrase from the text as they 

discuss its content. This will prompt natural repetition of that 

language. [8] 

6. Reading paragraphs aloud and commenting on them as a 

class  

Students will have the opportunity to choose some paragraphs 

from the book they have read, present them in front of the 

classmates, and then ask for their opinion on the topics. 

7. Comparing original text to the translation 

Using the translations of the books has both positive and 

negative sides. It would not be so good if students rely on the 

translation for comprehension. But on the other hand, it can be 

useful since they may not know all the specific scientific terms in 

the field. They will probably need to find the explanation of certain 

terms in their native language or even consult their natural science 

teacher. Anyway, comparing paragraph from the original text and 

translation in the student’s native language may have benefits like: 

revising vocabulary and building more confidence in the learners’ 
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comprehension of the text and even increasing motivation in 

reading scientific texts. 

4. Conclusion 

Reading nonfiction books in English can be highly beneficial 

for intermediate and advanced students learning it as a second 

language. It is mostly suitable for students with interests in 

natural sciences and who have some previous general 

knowledge in branches of science like biology, physics, 

astronomy, etc. Reading books by influential modern writers 

like Steven Hawking, Bryson, Harari may be motivating and 

inspiring for young people to develop their language skills, as 

well as their knowledge in different natural sciences.  
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