
The
Cure

If the ar guments pre sented in the pre vious
chapter are cor rect, if free vol untary read ing is the
only way to de velop ad equate lev els of read ing
com pre hen sion, writ ing style, vo cab u lary, gram-
mar, and spell ing, the im plications are clear: One
of the ma jor goals of lan guage ed ucation should be
to en courage free read ing, to make sure it hap pens.
While we have paid lip-service to the value of
reading (the shopping bag I got from the mar ket re -
cently pro claimed “Make reading your bag: open
books = open doors), there has been only lim ited
real ef fort in this di rection.

Ac cess

The most ob vious step is to provide access to
books. It is certainly true that “you can lead a horse
to wa ter but you cannot make him drink.” But first
we must make sure the wa ter is there. And when it
is, horses al ways even tually drink.

More Ac cess at Home Re sults
in More Reading

The re search sup ports the common sense view 
that when books are readily avail able, when the
print en vironment is en riched, more read ing is
done. A print-rich en vironment in the home is re -
lated to how much chil dren read; chil dren who
read more have more books in the home (Morrow
1983; Neuman 1986; Greaney and Hegarty 1987;
McQuillan 1998a; Kim 2003).
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Lao (2003) asked prospective teach ers to ret-
rospect about their read ing hab its dur ing child -
hood and adolescents. All 12 who de scribed
themselves as “re luc tant read ers” when young
said they grew up in print-poor en vironments. All
10 who de scribed them selves as “en thu si as tic
early read ers” said they grew up in print-rich
environments.

Better Class room Li brar ies
Result in More Reading

En rich ing the print en vi ron ments in class-
rooms has been shown to re sult in more read ing.
Morrow and Weinstein (1982) re ported that in stall-
ing well-de signed li brary cor ners in kin der gar ten
classes that pre viously did not have them re sulted
in more use of books and other “lit er a ture ac tiv i -
ties” by chil dren dur ing free play time. In ad dition,
children did more free read ing when the books in
the li brary cor ner were more phys i cally ac ces si ble,
when they were within the chil dren’s reach, and
when teach ers al lowed the chil dren to take books
home from the classroom library (Morrow 1982).

Better School Li braries Result
in More Reading

Enriching the print en vironment by means of
a school li brary re sults in more read ing. We have
know this for a long time: Cleary (1939) reported
that chil dren in a school with no school li brary av -
eraged 3.8 books read over a four-week pe riod,
while chil dren from a school with a school li brary
averaged exactly dou ble that figure, 7.6 books.
Moreover, chil dren from the school with the li-
brary read “better” books; 84 per cent of the books
they se lected were on “ap proved lists,” com pared
to 63 per cent of the read ing done by the chil dren
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with no li brary. Gaver (1963) reported that chil-
dren who had ac cess to school li braries did more
reading than chil dren who only had ac cess to cen -
tral ized book col lec tions (with out li brar i ans), who
in turn read more than chil dren who only had ac -
cess to classroom col lections. My reanalysis of
Gaver’s data showed a strong cor relation (r = .72)
between the num ber of vol umes avail able to the
children and the amount they re ported read ing. In
a study of libraries and reading in 41 states and the
Dis trict of Co lum bia, McQuillan (1998a) also
found that better school libraries (more books)
resulted in more reading,

Students take more books out of school li brar-
ies that have more books and stay open lon ger
(Houle and Montmarquette 1984). Each of these
fac tors af fects cir cu la tion in de pend ently: In creas -
ing the sup ply of books by 20 per cent, ac cording to
Houle and Montmarquette, in creases the num ber
of books taken out by about 10 percent, and in -
creasing library hours about 20 percent increases
loans by 17 per cent in high school li braries and
about 3.5 per cent in el ementary school li braries.
Planned trips to the li brary also have an ef fect:
McQuillan and Au (2001) re ported that high school 
students did more read ing when their teachers
took them to the school li brary on planned library
visits more often.

One of Lao’s (2003) “en thu si as tic” read ers re -
ports that her parents were avid read ers and read
to her, but books were not plen tiful at home.
“Linda” tells us that her mother got books from
other sources, such as the public library and that
the school li brary was es pecially im portant in her
life: “My school li brary was like a sec ond home. I
was al ways there and loved to read.”
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Ac cess to Pub lic Li brar ies
Results in More Reading

Access to pub lic libraries also af fects how
much chil dren read. Heyns (1978) reported that
children who live closer to pub lic li braries read
more. Kim (2003) reported a strong relationship
between the amount of read ing done over the sum -
mer by fifth graders and whether stu dents said it
was easy to ac cess book at a library.

One of Lao’s re luc tant read ers (“Eileen,” in
Lao, 2003, de scribed above) who had grown up in
a print-poor en vironment at home (“books were
scarce at home . . . prac tically non-ex istent,” p. 15)
became a reader thanks to the pub lic li brary. In the
fourth grade, she discovered Judy Blume’s books,
and her read ing “took off from there” (p. 16). (See
below for a dis cussion of “home run” book
experiences.)

Ramos reported dramatic increases in read ing
thanks to one visit to a public library (Ramos and
Krashen 1998). In this study, second- and third-
grade chil dren who came from print-poor en viron-
ments and who attended a school with a poor
school li brary were taken to the pub lic li brary
monthly, dur ing school time but be fore the li brary
was open to the pub lic. This al lowed the chil dren
to ex plore the li brary, share books, and not be con -
strained by the need to re main quiet. Each child
was al lowed to take out ten books, which sud denly
produced a substantial classroom li brary for use
during sus tained si lent read ing time and for read -
ing at home. Three weeks af ter the first visit to the
library, both chil dren and par ents were sur veyed.
It was clear that the chil dren en joyed their visit;
most reported reading more, that reading was eas-
ier, and that they wanted to re turn to the li brary.
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Par ents’ re sponses were con sistent with the chil -
dren’s’ re sponses and tended to show even more
enthusiasm. Table 2.1 presents the details.

Ta ble 2.1
Re ac tions to Li brary Visit

Child sur vey (n = 93)
First time visited the pub lic li brary: 52%
Returned to the library since the visit: 62%
Reading more since the li brary visit: 75%
Feel read ing is easier now: 82%

Parent survey (n=75)
Children more in terested in reading since visiting the li brary: 96%
No tice im prove ment in child’s reading: 94%
Child spends more time with books: 94%
Would like the li brary visiting pro gram to continue:   100%
Child has asked parent to take them to the library since
  the visit: 67%

 Source: Ramos and Krashen (1998)

Of course, the implication of this study is not
simply to use the pub lic library. The solution must
come from school. The school in volved in this
study was lucky to have a co operative, well-sup-
plied pub lic li brary close to the school. Others are
not so lucky.

Access to books from any of the sources men -
tioned above (home, school, pub lic li brary) will be
extremely helpful, and may be enough to guaran-
tee the es tablishment of a read ing habit. Un fortu-
nately many chil dren have ac cess to none of them.
Wor thy and McKool (1996) studied 11 sixth grad-
ers who “hated to read.” Nine of the 11 had lit tle
access to in ter est ing read ing ma terial at home, in
the school li brary, or in their class room li braries,
and none had vis ited the pub lic li brary in the year
before the in terview. The two stu dents who had
access to in teresting read ing were the only two
“who read with any de gree of regularity” (p. 252).
Ironically, even though all were de scribed as re luc-
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tant read ers, all ap peared to be quite en thusiastic
about some kinds of read ing, es pecially “light
read ing” (see discussion below).

Fig ure 2.1 sum ma rizes the re la tion ship be-
tween the print en vironment, free vol untary read -
ing, and the de vel op ment of lit er acy. Con fir ma tion 
that figure 2.1 is cor rect comes from stud ies of the
ef fect of the print en vi ron ment on lit er acy de vel op -
ment di rectly, in dicated by the dot ted line in fig ure
2.1. These stud ies show con sistent re sults: The
richer the print en vironment, that is, the more
reading ma terial avail able, the better the lit eracy
de vel op ment. (Re search re viewed in Krashen
1985a, 1988, 1989; Snow, Barnes, Chandler, Good -
man, and Hemphill 1991; and Foertch 1992 is
confirmation.)

Fig ure 2.1 The Re la tion ship of Print En vi ron ment 
and Free Vol un tary Read ing to Lit er acy De vel op ment

Al though the re la tion ship be tween the rich-
ness of the print en vironment and lit eracy de vel-
opment is al ways pos itive, the strength of the
re la tion ship found by re searchers is of ten mod est.
One likely rea son for this is that there is a miss ing
link, or a “me di at ing vari able”: Ac tual free read -
ing, as il lustrated in fig ure 2.1. A print-rich en vi-
ronment will only re sult in more lit eracy
development if more reading is done.
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Pack (2000) provides clear evidence that sim-
ply pro viding ac cess is not al ways enough. In a
study of chil dren’s af ter-school ac tiv i ties, Pack
identified a group of chil dren he la beled “li brary
latch-key kids,” chil dren whose par ents used the
public li brary as a “free source of after-school care”
from one to six hours per day. Pack reported that
the chil dren did “little more than ‘hang out’ at the
li brary” (p. 166). They did not read, but passed the
entire time in so cializing with other chil dren and
playing on the computer.

Providing access to books is thus a nec essary, but 
not suf fi cient con di tion for en cour ag ing read ing.
Other fac tors act to make free read ing more de sirable.

Comfort and Quiet

The phys i cal char ac ter is tics of the read ing en-
vi ron ment are im por tant. Mor row (1983) re ported
that pre school and kin dergarten chil dren used the
library cor ner more when it had pil lows, easy
chairs, and car pets, and when it was partitioned off 
and quiet.

A par tic u larly fas ci nat ing re sult was re ported
by Greaney and Hegarty (1987), who found that
parents of fifth grad ers clas sified as heavy read ers
allowed their chil dren to read in bed more than
parents of fifth grad ers clas sified as nonreaders. Of 
the heavy read ers, 72.2 per cent of their par ents al -
lowed read ing in bed, com pared to only 44.4 per -
cent of the nonreaders’ parents.

Li brar ies

The first two factors for encouraging reading
mentioned in this chap ter, ac cess to books and a
quiet com fortable place to read, are rarely met in
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many students’ lives, in school or outside of
school. One place where these con ditions can be
met is the library. If many students do in fact lack
access to books, and if the ar guments for read ing as 
the source of lit er acy de vel op ment pre sented in
chapter 1 are even partly cor rect, li braries are
crucially important.

Children Get Their Books 
from Li brar ies

Children get a sub stantial per centage of their
books from li braries. Table 2.2 com bines data from
several dif ferent stud ies in which 11-year-old el e-
mentary school stu dents were asked where they
got their books for free reading.

There is vari ation in the data: In some stud ies,
the school li brary is the most widely used source,
in oth ers it is the class room li brary or pub lic li -
brary. There is good agree ment in all stud ies, how -
ever, that chil dren get much of their read ing
material from some kind of library.

Ta ble 2.2
Sources of Books for 11-Year-Old Chil dren

Study Percent Get ting Books from Li braries

Gaver 1963 30–63

Lamme 1976 81

Ingham 1981 72–99

Swanton 1984 70

Doig and Blackmore 1995 school lib = 63; class lib = 25, public = 57

Wor thy, Moorman, and
Turner 1999 High SES

school = 19; class = 3; pub lic = 14

Wor thy, Moorman, and
Turner 1999 Low SES

school = 34; class = 6; pub lic = 14

Ivey and Broaddhus 2001 school = 55; class = 28, public = 61
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While one study re ported a de cline in pub lic
library use as chil dren get older (Wil liams and
Boyes 1986; see esp. p. 260), the per centage of li -
brary use was still very high (86 per cent of six- to
seven-year-olds re ported us ing the li brary, de clin-
ing to 44 per cent among 16- to 18-year-olds), other
studies clearly show that teen agers also get many
of their books from li braries (table 2.3).

Ta ble 2.3
Sources of Books for Teen agers

Study Age Per cent Get ting Books
from Li brar ies

Mellon 1987 ninth graders school li brary—“al most
90%”; pub lic li brary—
girls 66%, boys 41%

Smart Girl Poll 1999 11–18 school li brary—66%;
pub lic li brary—58%

Fairbank et al. 1999 10–17 “the li brary”—66%;
“school”—25%

Better Li brar ies Re sult in
Better Read ing

If libraries are a ma jor source of books, and if
more read ing means better read ing, better li braries
should be as sociated with better read ing. This has
been found to be the case.

Gaver (1963) re ported that chil dren in schools
with larger school li braries made better gains in
reading than chil dren in schools with smaller
school li braries, who in turn made better gains
than chil dren in schools that had only class room li -
brar ies.

Elley and Mangubhai (1979; reported in Elley
1984) found that the most im portant predictor of
English read ing scores among chil dren in the Fiji
Islands was the size of the school li brary. “Those
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schools with libraries of more than 400 books pro-
duced con sistently higher mean scores than those
with smaller libraries or none at all . . . no school
had high scores with out a large li brary” (p. 293).

A solid con firmation of the pos itive ef fect of li -
braries was a remarkable study by Lance, Welborn,
and Ham il ton-Pennell (1993), who found that
money in vested in school li braries in Col orado was 
associated with higher reading scores, even when
factors such as pov erty and availability of com put-
ers were con trolled. Lance and his col leagues have
replicated these re sults in Col orado and in sev eral
others states, showing that li brary qual ity, de fined
in terms of the num ber of books in the li brary and
the pres ence and qual ity of li brary staff ing, is con -
sistently re lated to read ing achieve ment.1

The value of the li brary was confirmed again
in Krashen (1995), an anal ysis of predictors of the
NAEP fourth-grade reading test scores for 41
states. The re sults of this analysis should be of
great in terest to Cal ifornians, be cause it was Cal i-
for nia’s low per formance on this test rel ative to
other states that in spired the formation of a read -
ing task force and the perception that some thing
was wrong with how read ing was be ing taught in
California. Among the best pre dictors of the NAEP
performance was the num ber of books per student
in the school li brary. As was the case with the
Lance et al. study, this analysis con trolled for other
factors, such as com puters and to tal amount of
money in vested in the schools. The re sults strongly
sug gest that Cal i for nia’s real problem is access to
books: Cal i for nia’s school li braries are among the
worst in the United States, both in terms of books
and staffing. This sug gestion was confirmed by
McQuillan’s work.
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McQuillan (1998a) examined a wide va riety of
fac tors re lat ing to NAEP fourth-grade reading
scores in 41 states plus the Dis trict of Co lumbia.
McQuillan also found that school li braries were a
good pre dic tor of NAEP scores. Most impressive
were his find ings that a very strong re lationship
ex isted be tween the over all print en vi ron ment
(school li brary, pub lic li brary, books avail able in
the home) and read ing achieve ment (r = .68) and
that this re lationship was still sub stantial when the
effect of pov erty was con sidered. McQuillan also
noted that Cal ifornia ranks very low among states
in the United States not only in school li braries, but 
also in other sources of print, books in the home,
and public libraries.

Elley (1992) surveyed reading achievement in
32 coun tries and found that the quality of a coun try’s
school li braries was a sig nificant pre dictor of its rank
in read ing. Not sur prisingly, Elley re ported that chil -
dren in more eco nom i cally de veloped coun tries read
much better than those in less eco nomically de vel-
oped coun tries. This is, most likely, be cause chil dren
in wealth ier coun tries have more ac cess to print. Of
special in terest to us, how ever, Elley also found that
children in the less wealthy coun tries with the best
school libraries made up a large percentage of the
gap (“high est quar ter” in ta ble 2.4). The school li -
brary can make a profound difference.

Ta ble 2.4
Mean Achieve ment by School Li brary Size: 14-Year-Olds

Low est
Quar ter

Sec ond
Quar ter

Third
Quar ter

High est
Quar ter

wealthy coun tries 521 525 536 535

less wealthy countries 445 452 454 474

mean = 500
Source: Elley (1992)
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There is over whelming ev idence that chil dren
of pov erty have far less ac cess to read ing ma terial
than do chil dren from higher-income fam ilies. For
these chil dren, the school li brary is their only hope, 
the only possible source available for reading ma -
terial. Sadly, the ev idence thus far shows that
school li braries are not suc ceeding in help ing these
children in most cases.

Poverty and Access to Books

Smith, Constantino, and Krashen (1996) in-
vestigated the avail ability of print in sev eral com -
munities in the Los An geles area, in cluding two
vastly dif ferent ones, Beverly Hills and Watts. The
dif fer ence in print en vi ron ment was stag ger ing.
Children in terviewed in af fluent Beverly Hills said
that they had an av erage of 200 books avail able to
them at home (their own or sib lings’). Chil dren in
low-income Watts, how ever, av eraged less than
one book, .4 to be pre cise. In ad dition, pub lic li brar-
ies in Beverly Hills had twice as many books, and
there was much more ac cess to book stores for
Beverly Hills children.

Neuman and Celano (2001) found startling
differences be tween two high-in come and two
low-income print en vi ron ments. Among their
findings were these:

• There were more places to buy books in the
high-in come neigh bor hoods. Neuman and
Celano looked at book stores, drugstores,
grocery stores, bar gain stores, cor ner stores,
“other” stores, and chil dren’s stores. Each
low-income neighborhood had four places
to buy chil dren’s books. One high-in come
neighborhood had 13 places, the other 11.
The low-in come neigh borhood had no place 
to buy young adult books. One high-income
neighborhood had three, the other one.
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• High-income chil dren had ac cess to a much
wider va riety of books in stores. The total
number of chil dren’s book ti tles avail able in
the two low-income neighborhoods was 358
(one ti tle for ev ery 20 chil dren) in one and 55
in the other (one ti tle for ev ery 300 chil dren).
In one high-in come neigh borhood, 1,597 ti -
tles were avail able (.3 per child), in the other,
16,455 (13 per child). Com paring the
print-richest and the print-poorest, high-in -
come chil dren have 4,000 times the num ber
of ti tles avail able. In low-in come neigh bor-
hoods, “drugstores were the most com mon
source of print ma terials for young children”
(p. 15). Young adult ma terials were “scarce.”

• Public li braries in high-in come ar eas had far 
more ju venile books per child. Both li braries
in the high-in come neigh borhood were
open two eve nings per week (un til 8:00
P.M.); the low-in come li braries were never
open past 6:00 P.M.

• There was more read able en vi ron men tal
print in the high-income neigh borhoods.
Nearly all en vironmental signs were read -
able (96 and 99 per cent). In the poor neigh -
borhood, signs were of ten “graf fiti-cov ered
and dif fi cult to de ci pher” (p. 19); only 66
and 26 per cent were in “good read able con -
di tion” (p. 19).

• There were more places in pub lic suit able
for read ing in the high-income neigh bor-
hood (e.g., cof fee shops with good light ing,
seating, friendly staff, etc.). Thus, chil dren in 
the high-in come com mu ni ties were more
likely to see peo ple reading.
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Neuman and Celano con clude that “chil dren
in mid dle-income neigh borhoods were likely to be
deluged with a wide va riety of read ing ma terials.
However, chil dren from poor neigh borhoods
would have to ag gressively and per sistently seek
them out” (p. 15).

With gi gantic dif ferences such as these, it is
hard to ar gue that chil dren of pov erty need more
direct in struction in the form of pho nemic aware -
ness and pho nics ex ercises. Our first pri ority is to
make sure these chil dren have some thing to read.2

Di Loreto and Tse (1999) found substantial
differences in the chil dren’s sec tion of pub lic li -
braries in high-in come Beverly Hills and working
class Santa Fe Springs. The Beverly Hills li brary
contained many more chil dren’s books and maga-
zines, and had an im pressive staff ded icated to
chil dren’s lit erature, while the Santa Fe Springs li -
brary had no staff es pecially for the chil dren’s
section (table 2.5).

Ta ble 2.5
Com par i son of Chil dren’s Sec tion
of Pub lic Li brar ies in Two Com mu ni ties

Pop u la tion Books Chil dren’s
Mag a zines

Staff in 
Chil dren’s
Sec tion

Beverly Hills 32,000 60,000 30 12

Santa Fe Springs 16,000 13,000 20 0

Source: Di Loreto and Tse (1999)

What About School?

Poverty per se is of course dev astating. But
schools can coun ter the ef fects of pov erty in at least 
one area: ac cess to books. Re call that McQuillan
(1998a) found that the re lationship be tween ac cess
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to books and read ing achieve ment held even when 
the ef fects of pov erty were statistically con trolled
(see also Lance’s stud ies, dis cussed above, as well
as Rob erts, Bachen, Hornby, and Hernandez-
Ramos 1984, Table 3B). Thus, while it is true that
children of pov erty have less ac cess to books, given 
two groups of such children, the group provided
with more ac cess to books will show more literacy
development.

Thus far school has done lit tle. In fact, school
has not only failed to level the play ing field, it has
made the dis parity worse.

Children from High-Income Fam ilies Go to
   Schools with Better Class room Li braries

In our Beverly Hills/Watts com parison
(Smith et al. 1996), we found that the classroom li brar-
ies we in spected in Beverly Hills schools av eraged
about 400 books; those in Watts, only about 50.

Duke (2000) re ported that classroom li braries
for first grad ers in high-income ar eas av eraged 33
books and mag azines per child, com pared to 18
per child in low-in come neigh borhoods. Dur ing
the year, an average of 19 books and mag azines per 
child were added to the high-in come li braries, but
only 10 were added to class room li braries in
schools in low-income ar eas. Duke also noted that
books in low-income classroom li braries “ap-
peared to be older” (p. 475, n.3).

High-income area classrooms had more
books on display. These classroom li braries had an
average of 21 books on “full dis play” at the be gin-
ning of the year, with 60 more on full dis play over
the course of the year, com pared to 10 on full dis-
play at the be ginning of the year in low-in come
classroom li braries, with an average of 16 more
displayed during the year.
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Chil dren from High-In come Fam i lies 
        Have Ac cess to Better School Li braries

Beverly Hills school li braries have two to
three times as many books as those in Watts (Smith
et al. 1996).

Neuman and Celano (2001) found that school
li brar ies In high-in come neigh bor hoods had more
books per child (18.9 and 25.7, compared to 12.9
and 10) and were open more days (both were open
five days per week, com pared to four and two days
per week for school li braries in low-in come ar eas).
Both high-in come school li braries had a li brarian
with a mas ter’s de gree. Nei ther low-in come school 
library had a cer tified li brarian. Re call that Lance
and his col leagues found that the quality of library
staffing was re lated to higher reading scores.

The dis parity ex tends to li brary ser vices. In a
Cal i for nia study, LeMoine, Brandlin, O’Brian, and
McQuillan (1997) reported that stu dents in
high-achieving schools in af fluent ar eas are able to
visit the school li brary more fre quently, both in de-
pendently and as a class, and are more likely to be
allowed to take books home. Seven out of the 15
low-achieving schools they stud ied did not al low
children to take books home.

Allington, Guice, Baker, Michaelson, and Li
(1995) have re ported similar findings for school li -
braries in New York State, re porting that of the 12
school li braries they in vestigated, the six that
served few poor chil dren had more books than the
six that served many poor children.

In agree ment with Smith et al. (1996),
Allington et al. also found that classroom li braries
in schools serv ing poorer chil dren had fewer
books, and in agree ment with LeMoine et al.
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(1996), Allington et al. re ported that “in the schools 
serving many poor chil dren ac cess to the li brary
was usu ally re stricted to a sin gle weekly visit. Sev -
eral schools also re stricted the num ber of ti tles that
children could bor row (usually one or two per
visit). Two schools barred chil dren from tak ing li -
brary books out of the build ing! No low-poverty
school had such a re striction, and it was more com-
mon in these build ings for chil dren to have rel a-
tively open ac cess to the li brary through out the
day and, in some cases, be fore and af ter the reg ular
class room sched ule” (p. 24).

The dis parity ex tends to con tent as well. Chil -
dren from higher-income fam ilies have ac cess to
the read ing ma terial they like, but chil dren from
lower-in come fam i lies do not. Wor thy, Moorman,
and Turner (1999) ex amined ac cess to reading for
419 sixth grad ers in the Aus tin, Texas, area. In
agreement with other stud ies (see ta ble 2.1), Wor -
thy et al. found that the chil dren were ac tive li brary
users: 44 per cent said they usu ally got their read-
ing ma terial from some kind of li brary. The sample
was di vided into higher- and lower-in come
groups, based on el igibility for free and re duced
lunch. The lower-in come chil dren were more de -
pend ent on li brar ies, es pe cially school li brar ies: 63
percent of the lower-in come chil dren, for ex ample,
utilized the school li brary, as com pared to 40
percent of the children from higher-income
families.

Worthy et al. asked the children what they
liked to read. The top preferences for all chil dren,
regardless of read ing abil ity and gen der, were
scary books (R.L. Stine, Ste phen King) and comic
books (this study was done be fore the Harry Pot ter
novels be came pop ular). Wor thy et al. then in vesti-
gated whether these kinds of read ing ma terials
were avail able in three of the school li braries that
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served these chil dren. The com ics and mag azines
these chil dren said they liked were “largely un -
avail able.” Scary books were “mod er ately” avail -
able. Be cause of their pop ularity, the more re cent
releases were usu ally checked out. Nor was pre-
ferred read ing avail able in class rooms: “While
most teachers were aware of many of their stu-
dents’ pref erences and most did not ob ject to books 
like Goosebumps (“I’m just thrilled that they’re
read ing’), fewer than one third of the class rooms
contained more than a handful of such ma terials”
(p. 22). More over, “teachers who had such ma teri-
als usu ally used their own money to buy them or
asked stu dents to do nate their used books” (p. 23).
Children from higher-income fam ilies can get
what they want to read out side of school; chil dren
from lower-income fam ilies of ten cannot and are
dependent on the school and classroom libraries,
which often do not include what they really want
to read.

The ten dency of some li braries to ex clude
what peo ple want to read is of course not new. Mi -
chael Dirda, at age 10, no ticed it: “How strange, it
seemed to me, that the high-minded li brarians re -
fused to stock the Hardy Boys or Tom Corbett, the
Space Ca det” (Dirda 2003, p. 59). Nell (1988) pro -
vides ex ten sive doc u men ta tion that many li brar i -
ans regard themselves as “guardians of good
taste.”

Li brar ies and Sec ond 
Lan guage Ac quir ers

The li brary sit uation is even worse for those
ac quir ing Eng lish as a sec ond lan guage. De vel op -
ing lit eracy in the pri mary lan guage is an ex -
tremely ef fi cient means of de vel op ing lit er acy in
the second lan guage (Cummins 1981, Krashen
1996, 2003c). In or der to be come good read ers in
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the pri mary lan guage, how ever, chil dren need to
read in the primary language. In 1991, the av erage
Span ish-speak ing fam ily with lim ited Eng lish pro-
ficient chil dren in school in the United States had
only 26 books in their home (this figure re fers to to -
tal books, not age-appropriate books for chil dren)
(Ramirez, Yuen, Ramey, and Pasta 1991), about
one-fifth the na tional av erage (Elley 1994). Once
again, school does not solve the prob lem: In the bi -
lingual schools stud ied by Pucci (1994), school li -
braries had ap proximately one book per child in
Spanish (com pare this with the na tional av erage of
18 books per child in elementary schools in the
United States; Miller and Shontz 2001).

Constantino (1994) has re ported that ESL stu-
dents of ten have lit tle idea of what the school li -
brary can of fer, and that par ents of ESL stu dents
were nearly com pletely un aware of what was in li -
braries and how they op erated (Constantino 1995).

Money for Li braries:
Who Is Pay ing Now?

Allington et al. (1995) re ported that in their
survey of schools in New York State, “class rooms
with the larg est col lections of trade books were
those where teach ers re ported they purchased
most of the books” (pp. 23–24).

A great many teach ers sup ply their students
with books from their own funds. Teachers who do 
this are in an im possible eth ical di lemma; if they do 
not buy books for their stu dents, there is noth ing to 
read. If they do, and stu dents prog ress in lit eracy,
the basal se ries and un used soft ware gets the
credit. There is only one so lution to this in tolerable
situation: a much greater in vestment by the school
in books.
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The money is there. A frac tion of the in vest-
ment we are will ing to make for tech nology and
testing will pro vide ac cess to good read ing ma te-
rial for all children.

A Mod est Pro posal

An ar ticle in the Los An geles Times (MuZoz
2003) an nounced that first lady Laura Bush vis ited
The Vernon City El ementary School in Los An -
geles in order to award them $5,000 for the li brary
collection. Vernon El ementary was the first school
in the United States to re ceive money from the
Laura Bush Foun dation for America’s Li brar ies.
This all sounds en couraging, un til we take a closer
look. The ar ticle also stated that only 131 other
schools in the coun try are get ting ad ditional fund -
ing from the Laura Bush Foun dation. And 6,100
schools ap plied! That means only 2 per cent of
those that applied got funded.

There is more: The Vernon City school re -
ceived enough money to add, at most, 400 ti tles to
its li brary. This will raise Vernon’s ra tio of books
per child from 15 to 1 to 16 to 1. (Recall that the na -
tional av erage is 18 to 1.) Also, Vernon, as a mem -
ber of Los An geles Uni fied School Dis trict, has no
funding for a school li brarian, and ac cording to the
LA Times ar ticle, li brary hours will be cut next se -
mester be cause of the bud get. Who is go ing to se -
lect the books, be re sponsible for their care,
introduce them to chil dren, and help teach ers in te-
grate the new books into the cur riculum? When
will the chil dren have a chance to see the books?

Mrs. Bush is cor rect to want to help school li -
brar ies. I’m afraid, how ever, that the con tribution
of the Bush Foun dation is like shoot ing an ar row at 
the moon: It is in the right di rection but won’t get
far.
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Here is an other sug gestion: An ar ticle in Ed u -
ca tion Week an nounced that the test ing re quired for
No Child Left Be hind will cost $5.3 bil lion be tween
2002 and 2008 (Richard 2003). What if that $5.3 bil-
lion were in vested in stead in a trust fund for school 
li brar ies, ded i cated to im prov ing both books and
staffing in high poverty area schools? The in terest
on this sum might be enough to guarantee a
print-rich en vi ron ment and ad e quate li brar ies for
all chil dren in the United States for ever. (My
thanks to Da vid Loertscher for the trust fund idea.)

Another ad vantage of a per manent fund is
that schools would no lon ger have to com pete
against each other for tiny amounts, and the time
now spent writ ing grants, eval uating grants, and
searching for money could be utilized in more pro-
duc tive ways.

Read ing Aloud

Largely thanks to the enormous im pact of Jim
Trelease’s Read Aloud Handbook, now in its fifth edi -
tion (2001), the prac tice of read ing aloud to chil -
dren is wide spread in North Amer ica, and with
good reason.

Children who are read to at home read more
on their own (Lomax 1976; Neuman 1986, 1995).
Neuman (1995) re ported that par ents of children
who were heavy read ers “established a fixed rou -
tine early on of read ing to their chil dren when they
were young .. nap-time and bed time sto ries were
said to be gin as early as six months of age” (p. 132).
In ad dition, when teach ers read sto ries to chil dren
and discuss the sto ries (“lit er a ture ac tiv i ties”) ,
children read more (Morrow and Weinstein 1982).
Only one of the 12 re luctant read ers in Lao’s study
(Lao 2003; discussed ear lier) was read to as a child;
all 10 of the en thusiastic early readers were read to.
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Two class room stud ies con firm that chil dren
are more likely to se lect books for in dependent
reading that teach ers have read to them (Mar tinez,
Roser, Wor thy, Strecker, and Gough 1997; Brassell
2003).

From el ementary school, the re search then
jumps to the col lege level: In Pitts (1986), “ba sic
skills” uni ver sity stu dents (“in tel li gent but un-
der-prepared stu dents,” p. 37) were read to one
hour per week for 13 weeks. Se lections in cluded
works by Twain, Salinger, Poe, and Thurber, and
the read ing was dis cussed af terwards. Pitts re -
ported that the class that was read to checked out
more books and better books from the read ing lab
than did stu dents in other ba sic skills classes. In ad -
dition, the class that was read to did better on the
final essay.

Reading aloud has multiple ef fects on lit eracy
development. As noted above, it has an in direct
ef fect—hear ing sto ries and dis cuss ing sto ries en-
courages read ing, which in turn promotes lit eracy
development. Hear ing sto ries ap pears to have a di -
rect im pact on lit eracy de vel op ment as well.
Short-term stud ies show that chil dren make sig nif-
icant in creases in vo cab u lary knowl edge af ter just
a few hear ings of stud ies con taining un fa mil iar
words (Eller, Pappas, and Brown 1988; Elley 1989;
Leung and Pikulski 1990; Stahl, Richek and
Vandevier 1991).

In controlled stud ies, it has been shown that
children who are read to reg ularly, at home or at
school, make superior gains in read ing compre-
hen sion and vo cab u lary (Bus, Van Ijzendoorn, and 
Pellegrini 1995; Blok 1999). In a recent study by
Denton and West (2002) of over 20,000 children, it
was re ported that chil dren who were read to at
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least three times a week prior to entering kin der gar -
ten did better than those read to less than three times
a week on a mea sure of read ing, given at the end of
kindergarten and the end of first grade. This re sult
held even when the ef fect of pov erty was con trolled.

Senechal, LeFebre, Hud son, and Law son (1996)
is a re mark able con fir ma tion that sto ry book read ing
by par ents con trib utes to lit er acy de vel op ment: They
found that chil dren of par ents who scored higher on
a test of knowledge of sto rybook au thors and story-
book ti tles did better on a test of vo cabulary. This re-
sult held re gardless of the par ents’ ed ucation and the
parents’ own read ing hab its.

Hearing sto ries read aloud is not only ben efi-
cial, it is pleas ant. The em pirical re search con firms
what most par ents know: The vast ma jority of chil -
dren say that they en joy be ing read to (Walker and
Kuerbitz 1979; Ma son and Blanton 1971; Wells
1985; Senechal et al. 1996). Here is a con crete ex am-
ple. Feitelson, Kita, and Goldstein (1986) is an em-
pirical study that con firmed the pos itive im pact of
read-alouds on lan guage de vel op ment. In ad di tion 
to pro viding test scores, Feitelson et al. also pre-
sented this in teresting re port on how chil dren re -
acted to hear ing sto ries. First grad ers in Is rael were 
read to from the Kofiko se ries, which dealt with the
adventures of a mon key. The following is a quote
from a teacher’s ob ser va tional re cord, two months
after the read ing pro gram be gan: “11:20: The class
is busy copying home as signment questions from
the black board. At 11:25 the teacher re minds the
children that ‘we need to hurry be cause we want to 
read Kofiko.’ There are immediate shouts of ap -
proval and chil dren hurry to finish the task. A few
faster chil dren go to the desks of the slower ones
and as sist them. Cries of ‘hurry up’ and ‘let’s get it
done so we don’t lose time,’ are heard from various
directions” (p. 348).
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In ad dition to the en thusiasm for hear ing sto -
ries in the class room, Feitelson et al. re ported that
children asked their par ents to buy them Kofiko
books: “By the end of the study 13 of the 31 chil -
dren in the ex per i men tal class per sonally owned
one or more Kofiko books; all to gether the chil dren
owned 45 Kofiko books. Four ad ditional chil dren
were bor row ing Kofiko books from relatives,
neighbors, or the pub lic library. In com parison,
there were sin gle Kofiko vol umes in each of three
homes in one con trol class, and one Kofiko book
each in four homes and two in a fifth home in the
second con trol class. In ev ery case these be longed
to older sib lings and the in terviewed first grader
had not read them” (p. 350).

Here is an other stun ning ex ample of the
power of read-alouds, from the first edi tion of Jim
Trelease’s Read Aloud Handbook (2001):

Assigned in mid-year to teach a sixth-grade
class of re medial stu dents, Mrs. (Ann) Hallahan
shocked her new stu dents by read ing to them on
her first day of class. The book was Where the Red 
Fern Grows.

A hard ened, street-wise, proud group
(mostly boys), they were in sulted when she be -
gan reading to them. “How come you’re reading
to us? You think we’re ba bies or some thing?”
they wanted to know. Af ter ex plaining that she
didn’t think anything of the kind but only
wanted to share a fa vorite story with them, she
con tin ued read ing Where the Red Fern Grows.
Each day she opened the class with the next por-
tion of the story and each day she was greeted
with groans. “Not again to day! How come no -
body else ever made us lis ten like that?”

Mrs. Hallahan ad mitted to me later, “I al -
most lost heart.” Bust she per severed, and af ter
a few weeks (the book contained 212 pages), the
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tone of the class’s morn ing re marks be gan to
change. “You’re go ing to read to us to day, aren’t
you?” Or “Don’t for get the book, Mrs.
Hallahan.”

“I knew we had a win ner,” she confessed,
“when on Fri day, just when we were near ing the 
end of the book, one of the slow est boys in the
class went home af ter school, got a li brary card,
took out Where the Red Fern Grows, fin ished it
himself, and came to school on Mon day and told 
everyone how it ended.” (p. 26)

Read ing Ex pe ri ence

Reading it self pro motes read ing. A con sis tent
finding in in-school free read ing stud ies is that
children who par ticipate in these programs are
more in volved in free vol untary read ing af ter the
program ends than those in traditional pro grams
(Pfau 1967; Pilgreen and Krashen 1993). Greaney
and Clarke (1973) present a spectacular example:
Sixth-grade boys who par ticipated in an in-school
free read ing pro gram for eight and one-half
months not only did more lei sure read ing while
they were in the program but also were still read -
ing more than com parison students six years later.
Tse (1996) de scribes the case of Joyce, an adult ESL
student in the United States who did not view
reading as a lei sure ac tivity and had never read a
book in Eng lish be fore com ing to the United States.
After par tic i pat ing in an ex tensive read ing class,
her at ti tude to ward read ing “changed dra mat i-
cally,” and she con tinued to read af ter the end of
the course, and rec ommended that her hus band
take the same class, rather than a traditional class.
Shin (1998) noted an im provement in at titude to -
ward plea sure read ing among 15 ESL middle
school stu dents af ter one year of sus tained si lent
reading. Be fore the SSR ex perience, only three out
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of 16 (23 per cent) were regular pleasure readers.
This increased to 56 percent (nine out of 16) at the
end of a year.

Cho and Krashen (2002) documented a clear
increase in in terest in read ing and in pro moting
pleasure read ing in Eng lish as a for eign lan guage
among teachers in Ko rea af ter only one two-hour
ex po sure to in ter est ing and com pre hen si ble chil-
dren’s lit er a ture. Pre vi ously, the teach ers had as so -
ci ated read ing in Eng lish with dif fi cult ped a gog i cal
texts that were packed with dif ficult vocabulary and
grammar; many had never ex perienced read ing
truly in ter est ing ma te rial in an other lan guage.

Home Run Books

When I read Gar field books in first grade, I
thought I found some thing better than TV.

Trelease (2001) has suggested that a single
very pos i tive read ing ex pe ri ence, one “home run
book,” can cre ate a reader. Trelease took the term
“home run” book from Fadiman (1947), in refer-
ence to his ear liest ex perience in read ing, a book
en ti tled The Over all Boys. “One’s first book, kiss,
home run, is al ways the best.” A se ries of three
studies has con firmed that Trelease is right. In all
three stud ies, el e men tary school chil dren were
asked one ques tion: Was there was one book or
read ing ex pe ri ence that in ter ested you in read ing?
Children were also asked to name the book if they
could.

It was clear from students’ re sponses that they
understood the ques tion. While most sim ply re -
ported the name of a book, some added com men-
tary, such as
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“It was the Box Car Chil dren that started me
reading, be cause it was a good book.”

“Captain Un derpants! That book turned me on,
because it was funny and an ad venture.”

“The book that got me interested was Clue, be -
cause I didn’t like to read be fore.”

“I liked to read ever since my first book, Chicka
Chicka Boom Boom.”

(Von Sprecken, Kim, and Krashen 2000, p. 9)

In Von Sprecken, Kim, and Krashen (2000), 53
percent of the 124 fourth grad ers re called at least
one home run book. In Kim and Krashen (2000), 75
percent of 103 sixth grad ers from a high pov erty
school recalled one or more home run books. Fi-
nally, in Ujiie and Krashen (2002), 82 per cent of 266 
fourth and fifth graders in an other low-in come
area school re called one or more home run books.

In agree ment with other stud ies of fa vorite
books (Ivey and Broaddus 2001), the chil dren men -
tioned a wide va riety of books. The fourth grad ers
in Von Sprecken et al. (2000) men tioned Animorphs
(eight stu dents), var i ous “scary books” (16; but 15
of the 16 men tioned a book by R. L. Stine), Marvel
Com ics (three), Char lotte’s Web (two), books by
Judy Blume (two), a book from the Boxcar Chil-
dren se ries (two), The Lion, the Witch and the Ward-
robe (two), books by Beverly Cleary (four), and
many, many oth ers. The sixth grad ers in Kim and
Krashen (2000) mentioned, among others, Don’t
Look at the Mir ror, Kristy’s Great Idea, The Giver,
Night in the Ter ror Tower, The Giving Tree, The
Plague, The Outsiders, Is land of the Blue Dol phin,
Looking for Home, Call ing All Creeps, Pigs Can Fly,
The Di ary of Anne Frank, Goosebumps, Matilda, An nie
and the Old One, and Go Dogs Go. Home run books

83

Reading Ex pe ri ence



in Ujiie and Krashen (2002) included Fear Street,
Cap tain Underpants, The Little Mer maid, The Stone
Fox, Goosebumps, and many others.

Lao’s (2003) sub jects also differed with re spect
to what caused the home run ex perience. For one
subject, it was Judy Blume. For an other, it was a
mag a zine: Her sub ject “Jane” tells us: “Teach ers
were very structured and basal read ers were used
as re quired read ing. I did not like the basal reader
at all and had a hard time with read ing un til my
mother brought me a magazine called True Con fes-
sions. This mag azine had sto ries about girls who
were in trou ble with boy friends, moth ers or life in
general. I loved this mag azine and from then on, I
be gan read ing” (p. 16).

The find ing that read ers men tioned a wide va -
riety of books underscores the im portance of pro -
viding many dif ferent ti tles in school and
class room li brar ies and in tro duc ing chil dren to a
wide range of lit erature in lan guage arts. One can -
not pre dict what book will serve as a home run ex -
perience for a particular child.

Mod els

Children read more when they see other peo -
ple read ing, both at school and at home. Mor row
(1982) found that nursery school and kindergarten
use of li brary cor ners in creased when teach ers
read dur ing sus tained si lent read ing sessions.

Wheldall and Entwhistle (1988) examined the
reading be havior of eight- and nine-year-old chil -
dren dur ing their daily SSR time and con firmed
that chil dren were significantly more en gaged in
actual read ing while teach ers were read ing than
when teach ers were not reading.
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Morrow (1983) and Neuman (1986) re ported
that par ents of chil dren who do more lei sure read -
ing read more than par ents of chil dren who show
less in terest in books. Al though these par ents
might do other things that pro mote read ing, these
results suggest that hav ing a model is important.

These stud ies in dicate that teach ers should
follow McCracken and McCracken’s (1978) ad vice
and ac tually read for pleasure dur ing sustained
silent read ing time. Al though this may be dif ficult,
given the end less pa perwork teach ers have to deal
with, the re sults will make the sac rifice worth while.

Providing Time to Read

Simply pro viding time to read re sults in more
reading. Sus tained si lent read ing, of course, pro -
vides time for read ing, and as we have seen, chil -
dren who have par ticipated in SSR pro grams read
more on their own than those who have not, both
im me di ately af ter the pro gram ends (Pilgreen and
Krashen 1993) as well as years later (Greaney and
Clarke 1973). There is also strong ev idence that stu -
dents re ally use SSR time for reading.

Von Sprecken and Krashen (1998) observed
sustained si lent read ing ses sions in a mid dle
school in the mid dle of the school year and re -
ported that 90 per cent of the stu dents were read -
ing. More read ing tended to take place in those
classrooms in which more books were available in
the class room li brary (see “Ac cess,” above) in
which teach ers also read while students read (see
“Mod els,” above), in which stu dents were not re -
quired to bring their own books, and in which
teachers made de lib er ate ef forts to pro mote cer tain
books. In one of the 11 classes ob served, there were
few books, no mod eling of read ing, no pro motion

85

Providing Time to Read

� Children read more

when they see other

people reading.

� Children read more

when they have time to

read.



of books, and stu dents had to bring their own
books. Nev ertheless, 80 per cent were observed to
be reading during SSR.

Co hen (1999) un ob tru sively ob served 120
eighth-grade stu dents dur ing SSR time over a
two-week pe riod and found that 94 per cent were
reading dur ing SSR. She noted that en thusiasm for
sustained si lent read ing was not high at the be gin-
ning of the school year but in creased af ter one to
two months.

Herda and Ramos (2001) reported that 63 per-
cent of stu dents ob served in SSR sessions in grades
one through twelve were ac tively read ing; in
grades one through five, the per centages were
much higher, ranging from 76 percent to 100 per-
cent. In the up per grades, students were given the
option of study ing or plea sure read ing, and a sub -
stantial per centage took ad vantage of the study
option. Nev er the less, a sur pris ing per cent age were
reading for plea sure, rang ing from 29 per cent in
grade 12 to 65 percent in grade nine.

Di rect En cour age ment

Research is sparse in this area, but it ap pears
that sim ply sug gesting read ing to chil dren may
have an im pact on the amount of read ing done.
Morrow (1982) re ported that when nurs ery school
and kin der gar ten teach ers en couraged pu pils to
use the li brary cor ner more, the pu pils did so.
Lamme (1976) found that el ementary school class-
room li braries were used more when teach ers “en-
couraged their use.” Greaney and Hegarty (1987)
found that 73 per cent of the par ents of “heavy
readers” in the fifth grade en couraged their chil -
dren to read specific books, as com pared to 44 per-
cent of the par ents of nonreaders, and Neuman
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(1986) reported a strong cor relation (r = .53) be -
tween “pa ren tal en cour age ment of read ing” and
the amount of time children devoted to reading.

Conversely, di recting chil dren to read may
backfire if the reading ma terial is not ap propriate,
that is, ei ther not in teresting or not com prehensi-
ble, or both. Greaney and Hegarty also reported
that more par ents of nonreaders en cour aged news-
paper read ing (41 per cent, com pared to 18 per cent
of the par ents of nonreaders). One in ter pre ta tion of
this re sult is that news paper read ing was not right
for these fifth graders.

The case of Ben Car son sug gests that di rect
en cour age ment to read can stim u late an in ter est in
reading and thus lead to better literacy de velop-
ment. Carson, now a neu rosurgeon, was a poor
student in the fifth grade when his mother re-
quired him to check out two books per week from
the li brary and in sisted that he report on his read -
ing to her at the end of each week. Car son was not
enthusiastic, but he obeyed his mother. What is
crucial is that Carson’s mother al lowed him to read
whatever he wanted to.

At first, Car son chose books on an imals, na -
ture, and sci ence, re flecting his in terests. Car son
reported that while he was a “hor ri ble stu dent in
the tra di tion ally ac a demic sub jects, I ex celled in
fifth grade sci ence” (1990, p. 37). As his sci ence
reading ex panded, he “became the fifth grade ex-
pert in any thing of a sci entific na ture” (p. 37).

Car son cred its read ing with im prov ing his
read ing com pre hen sion and vo cab u lary, which af-
fected all his ac ademic work, re porting that he be -
came “the best stu dent in math when we did story
prob lems” (p. 38). Con sistent with the re search,
reading also im proved his spell ing: “I kept read ing
all through sum mer, and by the time I be gan sixth
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grade I had learned to spell a lot of words with out
con scious mem o ri za tion” (p. 39).

The ini tial im petus his mother pro vided led to 
dra matic re sults: “As I con tinued to read, my spell-
ing, vo cab u lary, and com pre hen sion im proved,
and my classes be came much more in teresting. I
improved so much that by the time I en tered sev -
enth grade. . . . I was at the top of the class” (p. 39).
Clearly, Car son’s mother pro vided him with just
the right amount of di rect en couragement; be cause
his read ing was self-selected, the in trinsic plea sure
of read ing soon took over, and di rect in struction
was no longer necessary.

The crit ical role of self-se lection is con firmed
in this re port from a reader in terviewed by Carlsen
and Sherrill (1988):

As soon as I was pro gressing through the pri-
mary grades I re member a dis tinct lack of en thu-
siasm for read ing be cause my mother tried to
force books on me, which I dis liked, ei ther be -
cause they were too dif ficult or they were about
subject mat ter in which I had no in terest. My
older sis ter had been ex tremely fond of horse
stories and I could not tol erate them. (p. 138)

Of course, encouragement only works if readers
have ac cess to truly com pelling books and are
ca pa ble of read ing them.

Shin (2003) pres ents an other case in which di -
rect en cour age ment worked: Tanesha was a sixth
grader who read at the fourth-grade level and had
little con fidence in her read ing abil ity. Tanesha
was enrolled in a special summer program that
emphasized free read ing (Shin 2001). Shin ob -
served that Tanesha could read and understand
Goosebumps, and en couraged her to try to fin ish
one Goosebumps book and read an other over the
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week end. Tanesha was extremely doubtful that
she could do it, but sur prised her self by fin ishing
both vol umes. Shin then chal lenged her to read a
Goosebumps book in a sin gle day. De spite her reluc-
tance, Tanesha ac cepted the chal lenge and suc -
ceeded, went on to read one Goosebumps book per
day for the next few weeks, and even tually moved
on to Fear Street, and Judy Blume, read ing a total of
40 books over the summer.

The con ditions were right for di rect en cour-
agement to work with Tanesha. As was the case
with Ben Car son, there was ac cess to plenty of
books, the reading ma terial was com pelling, and
Tanesha was ca pable of do ing the read ing: She
only lacked confidence.

Another form of di rect en couragement is in -
forming stu dents about the the ory and re search
un der ly ing free vol untary read ing. This is es pe-
cially im portant with older stu dents, who, based
on pre vious classes, have as sumed the cor rectness
of skill-build ing and di rect teach ing of lan guage.
Lee (1998) is a re port of one successful attempt to
share the ory and re search with stu dents of Eng lish
as a foreign language in Taiwan.

Other Factors

Other fac tors that ap pear to af fect how much
children read in clude:

Dis cus sion and lit er a ture cir cles: As noted in
chapter 1, Man ning and Man ning (1984) re ported
greater gains with SSR when stu dents dis cussed
their read ing with each other in pairs and small
groups. Of great in terest is their finding that a group 
that had brief weekly in dividual teacher- stu dent
conferences in which “the book the stu dent was
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reading was dis cussed and plans for fur ther read -
ing were set” did not make as much prog ress.

The “shared book ex pe ri ence” group in Elley
and Mangubhai (1983), also discussed in chapter 1,
did better than the “pure SSR” group in the first
year of their study, but there were no differences
after a sec ond year. Re call that in “shared book ex -
pe ri ence,” books are read to the class, dis cussed,
read to gether, and acted out.

These stud ies fo cus on gains in read ing
achievement, not amount read, but the re sults are
sug ges tive.

Peer pressure: Appleby and Conner (1965), in
their de scription of a one-se mester free read ing
elective high school Eng lish course, in formally ob -
served that what stu dents read was heavily in flu-
enced by what their peers were reading. Some
students, in fact, felt com pelled to read what their
friends were read ing and ig nored their own in ter-
ests. Wendelin and Zinck (1983) asked fifth grad ers
why they se lected the books they did. Sixty-nine
percent re sponded that they relied more on
friends’ rec om men da tions than on teach ers’ rec -
ommendations. Wor thy (1998), in a study of two
sixth graders, con cludes that peer rec ommenda-
tions “may be the most im portant mo tivator for
vol un tary reading.”

Book display: Mor row (1982) reported that
good kin dergarten and nurs ery school teach ers
know what book store own ers know: When li brary
corners have “at tract ing fea tures,” post ers, bulle-
tin boards, and dis plays re lated to chil dren’s lit er a -
ture, chil dren show more interest in books.

Pa per backs: Lowrey and Grafft (1965) com -
pared two groups of fourth graders, one reading
hardcover books and the other read ing pa perback
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versions of the same books (the books were
“known to be pop ular with stu dents and teach -
ers”). The pa perback group showed a dramatic im -
provement in at titude toward books and reading,
while the hard cover group showed no sig nificant
change. Other stud ies show ing that chil dren pre fer
pa per backs in clude Ross (1978), Wendelin and
Zinck (1983), and Camp bell, Griswald, and Smith
(1988). Also, the suc cessful Hooked on Books ex-
per i ment (Fader 1976) emphasized paperbacks.

Jim Trelease has some in ter est ing sug ges tions
on how par ents can en courage read ing. In an in ter-
view (Carter 1988), Trelease rec om mended “the
three B’s”:

Book own er ship: “Again and again, I meet
people who tell me that name of a spe cial
book they owned and didn’t have to share.”

Book rack: Trelease sug gests keep ing read -
ing ma terials in book racks in the bath -
room

Bed lamp: “Even at age 3, you can say to
the child: You are old enough to read in
bed like Mom and Dad.”

In ad dition, teach ers have used booktalks
(see, e.g., Duggins 1976) and au thors’ vis its (e.g.,
Reed 1985) to en courage reading.

Light Read ing: Comic Books

On a No vember day in 1957 I found my self
standing in front of Miss Grosier’s first grade
class in Hillcrest El ementary School, try ing to
think of a really good word. She had us play ing
this game in which each kid had to of fer up a
word to the class, and for ev ery class mate
would couldn’t spell your word, you got a
point—provided of course that you could spell
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the word. Who ever got the most points re ceived
the cov eted gold star.

“Bouil la baisse,” I said, fi nally.

“You don’t even know what that is,” Miss
Grosier scolded.

“It’s fish soup.”

“You can’t spell that.”

“Can too.”

“Come here. Write it,” She de manded.

I wrote it. She looked it up, and ad mitted
that it was, in deed, cor rect.

 Easiest gold star I ever won. And right here,
right now, I’d like to thank, al beit some what be -
latedly, who ever wrote the Don ald Duck comic
book in which I found the word bouillabaisse.
Also, I’d like to thank my mother who read me
that comic book and so many others when I was
four and five. . . . I learned to read from those ses -
sions long be fore I started school. While most of
my classmates were struggling with See Spot Run,
I was read ing Su per man. I knew what in destructi-
ble meant, could spell it, and would have
cold-blood ed ly used it to win an other gold star if
I had n’t been banned from com petition af ter
bouillabaisse. (Shooter 1986, p. A85)

The au thor of this won derful story is Jim
Shooter, for mer ed itor-in-chief of the Mar vel
Comic Book Com pany. It appeared in the 1986 edi-
tion of the Overstreet Comic Book Price Guide.

Perhaps the most pow erful way of en cour-
aging chil dren to read is to ex pose them to light
reading, a kind of read ing that schools pre tend
does not ex ist, and a kind of read ing that many
chil dren, for eco nomic or ideo log i cal rea sons, are
deprived of. I sus pect that light read ing is the
way nearly all of us learned to read.
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In this section, I fo cus on comic books. Com ics
have been very pop ular, and there has been some
interesting re search on comic book read ing.

Before show ing how com ics can en courage
reading, I pres ent a brief his tory of comic books in
the United States, as well as re search that fo cuses
on ques tions that have been of con cern to the pub -
lic: Are comic books “chal leng ing” enough? Does
comic book read ing cause any harm? Finally, I
bring the discussion around to the original con -
cern: Can comic book reading lead to additional
free voluntary reading?

A Brief History

Comics enjoyed a “Golden Age” from about
1937 to 1955, a time that saw the introduction of
such characters as Su perman (1938), Bat man
(1939), Won der Woman (1941), and Archie (1941).
During this time, 90 per cent of all el ementary
school chil dren and 50–80 per cent of ju nior high
school students were comic book readers (Slover
1959; Witty and Sizemore 1954; Blakely 1958.
Lyness (1952) reported more modest readership of
comics, but the num ber of chil dren read ing com ics
is still sub stantial in his study, with 69 per cent of
fifth-grade boys re porting reading at least four
comics a week and 46 percent reading 10 or more.

Public con cern about the im pact of comic
books on be havior, stimulated in part by
Wertham’s Se duc tion of the In no cent (1954), resulted
in the es tablishment of the Com ics Code, guide -
lines that one comic book his torian re ferred to as
“the most se vere form of cen sorship ap plied to any 
mass me dium in the United States” (Inge 1985).
The re sult was a de cline: “Writers and art ists, in an
attempt to ‘clean up their act,’ be gan to grind out

93

Light Reading: Comic Books

� The golden age of

comic books.



boring and re petitive sto ries about spooks and
funny an i mals” (Brocka 1979).

The fears about comic books ap peared, how -
ever, to be un founded. Re search has failed to find a 
strong re lationship be tween comic book read ing
and be hav ior. Hoult (1949) reported that de lin-
quents read more comics and more comics labeled
“harm ful” and “ques tion able” than did a com pa-
rable group of nondelinquents, but nearly all of
Hoult’s sub jects re ported reading comic books.
Witty (1941) com pared the 10 percent of pu pils in
grades four through six who read the most com ics
with the 10 per cent who read the least, and found
that the two groups “received al most the same av -
erage marks and were con sidered by their teachers
to be about equally well-ad justed and ef fective in
so cial re la tion ships” (p. 108). Lewin (1953, cited in
Witty and Sizemore 1955) reported similar results.

The re covery, the “Sil ver Age” of comic
books, be gan in 1961, with the pub lication of Mar -
vel Com ics’s Fan tas tic Four, fol lowed in 1962 by
what may have been the most im portant event in
comic book his tory in the United States: the first
appearance of Spi der-Man. Un der Stan Lee’s lead -
er ship, Mar vel de vel oped the first superheroes
with prob lems. Spi der-Man, for ex ample, has
problems that the Su perman and Batman of the
1940s and 1950s never im aged—fi nan cial prob-
lems, ro mance problems, lack of di rection, and a
lack of self-esteem.

There is clear ev idence that the Sil ver Age is
still go ing strong, but there have been ups and
downs. An nual sales of comic books in 1983 were
$200 mil lion (Los An geles Her ald Ex am iner, Oc to ber
4, 1987). This skyrocketed to $850 mil lion in 1993
but fell to $375 million in 1998 and to $250 mil lion
in 2000 (Businessweek.com, Au gust 29, 2002).
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Some ex perts think the re cent de cline in com ics is
due to the de velopment of an imated com puter and 
video games (Hartl 2003), and there are signs of re -
covery: In 2001, sales increased slightly to $260
million.

Movies based on comic-book characters are
expected to boost in terest in com ics, and graphic
novels or book-format com ics, “meat ier and
fuller-length comic books” (Gorman 2002), ac cord-
ing to one li brarian, “have proven to be a hit with
kids and are fly ing off li brary shelves” (Gorman
2002, p. 42), es pecially among teenagers. Gorman
is not alone in her ob servations on graphic nov els:
The Amer i can Li brary As so ci a tion held a
preconference ses sion on graphic nov els in 2002,
and BookExpo Amer ica of fered a full-day graphic
novel ses sion in 2003 and had a “graphic novel pa -
vil ion” as part of the ex hibitions. The School Li brary
Jour nal now has regular columns on comics and
graphic novels (see, e.g., Weiner 2003).

Just as the Mar vel com ics of the 1960s were a
giant step be yond the com ics of the 1940s, graphic
novels are a gi ant step be yond the comic book,
with sub tle, com plex, and of ten fas ci nat ing plots.
Here are two graphic-novel “clas sics” for be gin-
ners in this genre: The Dark Knight (Miller 1986) fea -
tures an ag ing Batman who co mes out of
retirement to fight crime, no lon ger in part nership
with the po lice com missioner but as a vig ilante.
This Bat man is tired and sore af ter ad ventures and
has se ri ous philo soph i cal dis agree ments with Su-
perman. The Watch men (Moore 1986) is based on
the quote from Cicero, “who watches the watch -
men?” The watch men, of course, are the
superheroes. Time Mag a zine called it “the best of
the breed” of graphic nov els, and “a su per la tive
feat of imag i na tion” (Cocks 1988).
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A par ticularly popular type of graphic novel is
the Manga, Jap anese graphic nov els in Eng lish trans -
la tion. Pub lish ers Weekly de scribed Manga as “one of
the hot test cat e go ries in book stores” (Mac Don ald
2003), which “is gradually evolv ing from a hard-core
cult ob session to the kind of main stream phe nome-
non that teens and young adults adopt as their own.”

The num ber of comic books shops in the
United States increased from about 100 in the
mid-1970s to about 4,000 in 1987. The num ber has
declined since the late 1980s but is still im pressive.
Duin (2002) reported that there were 3,600 comic
book stores in the United States, and The Mas ter
List (http://www.the-mas ter-list.com) pro vides in-
formation about 2,500 comic book stores in the
United States and Canada.

Wil liams and Boyes (1986) stud ied chil dren in
three Eng lish-speak ing Ca na dian com mu ni ties from
1973 to 1975 and reported that 80.4 percent of the
children re ported that they read or had read comic
books. In 1991, McKenna, Kear, and Ellsworth, us ing
a stratified sam ple of chil dren from 95 school dis -
tricts in 38 states, reported that the percentage of el e-
mentary school chil dren read ing comic books in the
United States was sub stantial: For boys, the range
was from 69 per cent (grade one) to 75 per cent (grade
6), while for girls the range was from 50 per cent
(grade 6) to 60 per cent (grade 1). This is less comic
book read ership than dur ing the Golden Age of com -
ics, but it is a con siderable amount.

Con firm ing the con tin u ing pop u lar ity of
comic books, Wor thy, Moorman, and Turner
(1999) asked sixth graders in the Aus tin, Texas,
area what they liked to read. The top pref erences
for all chil dren, re gardless of read ing abil ity and
gender, were scary books (R.L. Stine, Ste phen
King) and comic books.
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Comic Books and
Lan guage De vel op ment

Comic books opened up my imag ination and gave
me a large vo cabulary . . . What other six-year-old
would know what a serum was? Or invulnerabil-
ity? (Sharon Cho, in Rosenthal 1995, p. 51)

Wertham, in Se duc tion of the In no cent (1954),
asserted that comic book read ing in terfered with
learning to read and with lan guage de velopment,
claiming that “se vere read ing dif fi cul ties and max-
imum comic book read ing go hand in had, that far
from being a help to read ing, comic books are a
causal and re inforcing fac tor in chil dren’s read ing
dis or ders” (p. 130).

Wertham’s claims have not been sup ported.
Research done on comic book texts and on the im-
pact of comic book reading on lan guage de velop-
ment and school per formance suggests that comic
books are not harmful. Moreover, there is con sid-
erable ev idence that comic books can and do lead
to more “se ri ous” reading.

Comic Texts

In 1941, R. L. Thorndike rec om mended that
comics should be con sidered: “In view of the need
of the up per el ementary school and ju nior high
school pupil for a large vol ume of reading and vo -
cab u lary build ing ex pe ri ence, this source should
not be ne glected” (p. 110).

Current comics av erage about 2,000 words
per is sue (not count ing ad vertisements). This is
significant: One comic a day would mean well over 
a half million words a year, half of the av erage
yearly read ing vol ume of mid dle-class chil dren
(Anderson, Wil son, and Fielding 1988).
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Several stud ies of comic book read ing dif ficulty
have been done. Thorndike (1941) used the Lorge
formula and reported that the pop ular Su per man and
Bat man com ics were writ ten at about the fifth- or
sixth-grade level. Wright (1979) used the Fry formula
and eval uated a wider range of comics. Wright’s
find ings for superhero com ics (e.g., Su per man, The In -
cred i ble Hulk) are con sistent with Thorndike’s, while
other com ics are far eas ier, as shown in table 2.6.3

Ta ble 2.6
Reading Level of Comic Books (1978)

  Ti tle Read abil ity Grade Level

Sam ple 1 Sam ple 2 Sam ple 3 Mean

The Amazing Spi der-
Man #187

7.4 3.0 2.8 4.4

Archie #274 2.0 1.7 1.7 1.8

Bat man #299 7.9 4.0 8.5 6.4

Bugs Bunny #201 2.9 1.9 1.7 2.1

Casper the Friendly
Ghost #200

1.9 1.7 1.7 1.8

Chip and Dale #55 2.9 1.9 1.8 2.2

Dennis the Menace #158 2.8 3.0 4.7 3.5

The In cred i ble Hulk #74 5.5 9.2 1.9 5.5

Mighty Mouse #53 1.9 3.3 1.9 2.4

Sad Sack #265 2.4 1.9 1.9 2.1

Spidey Super Sto ries 2.7 1.8 1.9 2.1

Star Hunters #7 6.0 7.3 3.3 5.5

Star Wars #16 7.5 7.4 3.3 6.1

Su per man #329 7.3 8.3 3.5 6.4

Tar zan #18 7.6 4.4 4.5 5.5

Tom and Jerry #311 1.9 2.0 1.8 1.9

Wonder Woman #245 5.5 5.5 3.5 4.8

Woody Woodpecker #172 2.4 2.4 3.0 3.1

Yogi Bear #7 3.2 3.5 2.4 3.0

Source: G. Wright, “The Comic Book: A For gotten Me dium in the
Class room,” Read ing Teacher 33 (1979). Re printed with permission
of Gary Wright and the In ter na tional Read ing As so ci a tion.
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If read ability scores have any va lidity,
Thorndike’s and Wright’s anal yses show that com -
ics can be at a re spectable level of dif ficulty. In
com par i son, best sellers in 1974 ranged in readabil-
ity from grade 6 to grade 10, with a mean readability
score of 7.4 (Schulze 1976, cited in Monteith 1980).

To see how sophisticated comic di alogue can
get, con sider these examples. The first is from Mar -
vel’s Fan tas tic Four. In this scene Reed Rich ards, a
mas ter sci en tist (a.k.a. Mr. Fan tas tic), is ex plain ing
to his wife, Sue Rich ards (a.k.a. the In visible
Woman), how the villain Psycho-Man operates:

The Psy cho-Man has a vast tech nology at his
command, dar ling, but he had traditionally used
it to only one end: to manipulate emo tions. Ev -
erything he does is de signed to cre ate con flicting,
confusing emotional stimuli for his in tended vic -
tims. (The Fan tas tic Four, no. 283, 1985, p. 21)

The reading level of this passage, according to the
Flesch-Kincaid for mula, is 12.0, or 12th grade.

In Mar vel’s Se cret Wars, no. 1, sev eral
superheroes spec ulate about how they were in vol-
untarily transported to another planet:

Cap tain Mar vel: H-how’d we get here? I mean
one min ute we’re check ing out this gi ant
watchmacallit in Cen tral Park, then “poof,” the
fi nal fron tier.

Mr. Fantastic (Reed Rich ards): This much I can
tell you, Captain Mar vel—this de vice ap par-
ently caused sub-atomic par ti cle dis so ci a tion,
reducing us to proto-matter, which it stored un -
til it teleported us here, to pre-set co ordinates in
space, where it re assembled us in side a self-gen -
er ated life sup port en vi ron ment.

The In cred i ble Hulk: That’s ob vi ous, Rich ards!

(Se cret Wars, no. 1., p. 2)
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Mr. Fan tas tic’s ex planation is writ ten at the
12th-grade level, ac cording to the Flesch-Kincaid
formula. It should be pointed out that read ability
formulas such as the Fry formula are based on ran -
dom sam ples of the text. The above ex cerpts were
not cho sen at ran dom: I se lected them be cause they 
are hard. They are thus not typical of comic book
language, but they show what comic books readers
oc ca sion ally en coun ter.

Deborah Glas ser has pointed out to me that if
teach ers are look ing for high-in ter est/low-vo cab u -
lary read ing for older stu dents, they can’t do better
than Archie. Archie is about high school students,
but ac cording to Wright’s data, it is writ ten at the
second-grade level. In ad dition, af ter 60 years,
Archie and his friends are still in high school, cer -
tainly the lon gest in carceration in the his tory of ed -
ucation. This is good news for students and
teachers, be cause it means that there are plenty of
used Archie comics around.

The value of Archie com ics was con firmed by
Norton (2003), who studied the comic book read -
ing hab its of 30 pre teen read ers, all ded icated to
Archie. The chil dren uni versally praised the com ics
(“ARCHIE RULES”) , de scribed the char acters as
“inter est ing, en gaging and hu morous” (p. 142),
and shared and dis cussed Archie com ics with each
other “on a regular ba sis,” (p. 143), form ing a true
literacy com munity. As expected, this view was
not shared by teach ers and other adults. Norton
asked the in teresting ques tion of when and why
adults, who “loved to read Archie comics as chil -
dren, dis miss them ‘gar bage’ once they reached
adult hood?” (p. 146).
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Ex per i ments with
Comic Book Reading

Two sus tained si lent read ing stud ies us ing
comic books have been pub lished. In a 15-week
study using fifth grad ers, Sperzl (1948) found no
dif fer ence be tween groups read ing com ics and
reading other ma terial on tests of reading com pre-
hension and vo cabulary. Both re sulted in ac cept-
able gains. Per haps the most in teresting find ing in
Sperzl’s study is how much the chil dren en joyed
reading comic books. Sperzl re ported that “the pe -
riod was ea gerly looked for ward to . . . as far as the
rest of the world was con cerned, it sim ply did not
exist for these boys and girls” (p. 111). (See also
Norton 2003 for similar reactions to comic books
among preteen readers.)

Arlin and Roth (1978) com pared third graders
read ing “ed u ca tional” (e.g., clas sic) com ics with an-
other group read ing “high-in terest” books. Both
groups gained in read ing com prehension. Al though
“poor readers” gained more from book read ing,
poor readers read ing comic books still matched ex-
pected growth, gaining .26 years in 10 weeks.

We can in terpret both stud ies as show ing that
comic book reading is at least as ben eficial as other
reading. Both stud ies, how ever, were short term
(recall the re view of in-school free read ing stud ies
done in chap ter 1; in-school free reading is clearly
more ef fective when du rations are lon ger), and the
comic book read ers in Arlin and Roth’s study read
clas sic com ics.4

A num ber of stud ies confirm that long-term
comic book readers, those who con tinue to read
comics after the early grades, are at least equal to
non-comic book read ers in read ing, lan guage de -
velopment, and over all school achieve ment (Witty
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1941; Heisler 1947; Blakely 1958; Swain 1948;
Greaney 1980; An derson, Wil son, and Field ing
1988). Even chil dren who read al most noth ing but
comic books do not score significantly be low av er-
age in read ing com pre hen sion (Greaney 1980).

An ex clusive diet of comic books will prob a-
bly de velop ad equate but not ad vanced lev els of
com pe tence in lan guage and lit er acy de vel op -
ment. There is good ev idence, how ever, that such
reading hab its are un usual. In gen eral, long-term
comic book read ers do as much book reading as
non-comic book readers (Witty 1941; Heisler 1947;
Bailyn 1959; Swain 1948), and the results of several
studies suggest they do more (Blakely 1958; Ujiie
and Krashen, 1996a, 1996b).

Table 2.7 pres ents the re sults from one of
these stud ies. Ujiie and Krashen (1996a) asked sev-
enth-grade boys about their comic book read ing,
overall read ing, book read ing, and at titude to ward
reading. Those who re ported more comic book
reading also re ported for-pleasure read ing in gen -
eral. The re sults were sim ilar for mid dle class chil -
dren and for “chap ter 1” chil dren, those who came
from lower-in come fam i lies.

Ta ble 2.7
How Of ten Do You Read for Pleasure?

Chap ter 1 Daily Weekly Monthly/never

heavy comic reader 54% (19) 34% (12) 11% (4)

oc ca sional reader 40% (32) 28% (23) 32% (26)

non-comic reader 16% (4) 20% (5) 64% (16)

Mid dle Class

heavy comic reader 65% (17) 27% (7) 8% (2)

oc ca sional reader 35% (31) 35% (31) 30% (27)

non-comic reader 33% (8) 17% (4) 50% (12)

Source: Ujiie and Krashen (1996a)
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Similar re sults were re ported for book reading
and for at titudes to ward reading, with more comic
book read ing as so ci ated with greater en joy ment of
reading. What is es pecially in teresting is that al -
though the middle class boys tend to read more in
general, un doubtedly re lated to the fact that they
have ac cess to more books (Neuman and Celano
1999), heavy chapter 1 (low in come) comic book
readers re ported more read ing than the oc casional
and non-comic book read ing mid dle class boys.

There is, in ad dition, ev idence that light read -
ing can serve as a con duit to heavier read ing. It can
help read ers not only de velop the lin guistic com -
petence for harder read ing but also de velop an in -
terest in books.

Comics as a Con duit

Research by Hayes and Ahrens (1988) sug-
gests that comic books can play an im portant role
in help ing read ers prog ress to the level where
they can read and un derstand de manding texts.
According to their find ings, it is highly un likely
that much ed u cated vo cab u lary co mes from
conversation or tele vision. Hayes and Ahrens
found that the fre quency of less-common words in
or di nary conversation, whether adult-to-child or
adult-to- adult, was much lower than in even the
“lightest” read ing. About 95 per cent of the words
used in con versation and tele vision are among the
most frequent 5,000 words. Printed texts include far
more un common words, leading Hayes and Ahrens
to the con clusion that the de velopment of lex ical
knowl edge be yond ba sic words “re quires lit er acy
and ex tensive read ing across a broad range of sub -
jects” (p. 409). Table 2.8 presents some of their data, 
including two of the three mea sures they used
for word frequency.
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Note that comic books oc cupy a position be-
tween con ver sa tion and ab stracts of sci en tific pa-
pers, fall ing some what closer to con versation. This
confirms that they can serve as a con duit to more
chal leng ing reading.

Ta ble 2.8
Common and Un common Words in Speech and Writing

Fre quent
Words

Rare
Words

Adults talking to children 95.6  9.9

Adults talking to adults (col lege grads) 93.9 17.3

Prime-time TV: adult 94.0 22.7

Chil dren’s books 92.3 30.9

Comic books 88.6 53.5

Books 88.4 52.7

Pop u lar mag a zines 85.0 65.7

News pa pers 84.3 68.3

Ab stracts of sci en tific pa pers 70.3 128.2

frequent words = percentage of text from most frequent 5,000 words
rare words = num ber of rare words (not in most com mon 10,000)
per 1,000 to kens.
Source: Hayes and Ahrens (1988)

Several case his tories sup port the view that
light read ing is the way many, if not most, chil dren
learn to read and de velop a taste for read ing.

Haugaard (1973) writes of her experiences
with comic books:

As the mother of three boys, who, one af ter an -
other, were no to ri ously un mo ti vated to read and
had to be urged, coaxed, ca joled, threatened and
drilled in or der even to stay in super slow group
in read ing, I wish to thank comic books for be ing a
conduit, if not a con tribution, to culture.

104

The Cure



The first thing which my old est boy read be -
cause he wanted to was a comic book. (p. 84)

De spite her ini tial re luctance, Haugaard
bought her son com ics, reasoning that

as long as these things ap pealed to him where all 
other printed mat ter had failed, I let him read all
he wanted. The words he learned to read here
could be used in other read ing ma terial too and
perhaps his skill would lure him be yond this
level. (p. 84)

The re sults were star tling:

He de voured what seemed to be tons of the
things . . . The mo tivation these com ics pro vided
was ab so lutely phe nom e nal and a lit tle bit
frightening. My son would snatch up a new one
and, with fe verish and rav enous eyes, start gob-
bling it wher ever he was—in the car on the way
home from the market, in the mid dle of the yard,
walking down the street, at the dinner ta ble. All
his senses seemed to shut down and he be came
a sim ple visual pipeline. (p. 85)

Comics did in deed lead to other read ing. Af ter
a year or two, Haugaard’s el dest son gave his col -
lection away to his youn ger brother (who now
“pores over the comic books lov ingly”), and
Haugaard noted that “he is far more in terested now
in reading Jules Verne and Ray Bradbury, books on
elec tron ics and sci ence en cy clo pe dias” (p. 85).

Haugaard’s ex pe ri ence is con sis tent with the
rest of the lit erature. Her sons’ ab sorption in com -
ics is iden tical to the re action Sperzl’s stu dents had
(see “Experiments with Comic Book Read ing”
above), and the el dest son’s in terest in other kinds
of read ing agrees with the stud ies men tioned ear -
lier show ing that comic book read ing does not re -
place or elim inate book read ing. (It should be
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pointed out that the re sults of these studies sug gest
that Haugaard’s el dest son need not have given up
comics in or der to en joy other books. He might not
have stopped if he had ac cess to to day’s graphic
nov els.)

Mark Mathabane, in his au to bio graph i cal ac-
count of his youth in South Africa (Mathabane
1986), men tions comic books as mak ing an im por-
tant con tri bu tion to his ac qui si tion of Eng lish and
his de sire to read. Mathabane had had lim ited ex -
posure to Eng lish un til his grand mother be gan to
work for a friendly Eng lish-speaking fam ily out -
side the im poverished ghetto were Mathabane and 
his family lived:

Not long af ter she started work ing for the
Smiths, she began bring ing home stacks of
comic books: Batman and Robin, Richie Rich, Den -
nis the Menace, The Jus tice League of America, Tar -
zan of the Apes, Sherlock Holmes, Mysteries,
Su per man, The In cred i ble Hulk, Thor—God of
Thun der, The Fan tas tic Four and Spi der-Man. (p.
170)

Mathabane’s re action was sim ilar to that of
Haugaard’s son:

Having never owned a comic book in my life, I
tirelessly read them over and over again, the
parts I could un derstand. Such vo racious read -
ing was like an an esthesia, numbing me to the
harsh life around me. Soon comic books be came
the joy of my life, and ev erywhere I went I took
one with me: to the river, to a soc cer game, to the
lavatory, to sleep, to the store and to school,
reading it furtively when the teacher was busy
at the black board. (p. 170)

Mathabane cred its com ics with help ing to
bring his Eng lish to a level where he could be gin to
read and ap preciate his Eng lish books:
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Midway into my elev enth year, Granny started
bringing home strange-looking books and toys.
The books, which she said were Mrs. Smith’s
son’s school books, bore no resemblance what -
soever to the ones we used at my school. Their
names were as strange to me as their con tents:
Pinnocchio, Ae sop’s Fa bles and fairy tales of the
brothers Grimm. At this point, be cause of read -
ing comics, my Eng lish had improved to a level
where I could read sim ple sen tences. I found the
books en thralling. (p. 170)

Comics also helped South Af rica’s Bishop
Desmond Tutu:

My fa ther was the head master of a Meth odist
primary school. Like most fa thers in those days,
he was very pa triarchal, very con cerned that we
did well in school. But one of the things I am
very grate ful to him for is that, con trary to con -
ven tional ed u ca tional prin ci ples, he al lowed me
to read com ics. I think that is how I de veloped
my love for English and for reading. (Campbell
and Hayes, cited in Trelease  2001, p. 134)

Trelease (2001) points out that any body con -
cerned about a pos sible connection be tween
comic book reading and ju venile delinquency
should con sider Bishop Tutu’s experience.

M. Thomas Inge, a pro fessor of the hu mani-
ties, re marks that com ics were clearly a conduit for
him and oth ers: “For my gen eration, it was the
comic book that led di rectly to the printed page”
(Inge 1985, p. 5). Pro fessor Inge has clearly not
given up reading comics. His essays on comic
books (Inge 1985) are in formative and scholarly.

This writer’s ex perience is sim ilar: I was in the
low read ing group in the second grade. My fa ther
encouraged comic book reading, and im prove-
ment soon fol lowed. And Jim Trelease tells us that
as a child, he had the larg est comic book col lection
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in his neigh borhood (Trelease 2001, p. 134). His
conclusion, based on the re search and his per sonal
ex pe ri ence is that “if you have a child who is strug -
gling with reading, con nect him or her with com -
ics. If an in terest ap pears, feed it with more
com ics” (p. 134).

Dorrell and Carroll (1981) show how comic
books can be used to stimulate additional read ing.
They placed comic books in a ju nior high school li -
brary but did not al low them to circulate; students
had to come to the li brary to read the com ics.
Dorrell and Carroll then com pared the cir culation
of non-comic book ma terial and to tal library use
during the 74 days the com ics were in the li brary,
and the 57 days be fore they were avail able. The
presence of com ics resulted in a dramatic 82 per-
cent in crease in li brary use (traffic) and a 30 per -
cent increase in circulation of non-comic material
(table 2.9).

Ta ble 2.9
Effects of In cluding Comic Books
in a Junior High School Library

Pre-comic
Pe riod

Comic
Pe riod

Number of stu dents who used 
the li brary (daily average)

272.61 496.38

Cir cu la tion (daily av er age)  77.49 100.99

Pre-comic pe riod = 54 days; comic pe riod = 74 days

Number of stu dents who used the library does not in clude stu -
dents brought to the library by teach ers for class as signments.

Source: Adapted from L. Dorrell and E. Carroll, “Spi der-Man at
the Li brary,” School Li brary Jour nal 27 (1981).

Dorrell and Carroll also re ported that the
presence of com ics in the li brary did not re sult in
any neg ative com ments from par ents, and that
teach ers, school ad min is tra tors, and li brary staff
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members sup ported and en couraged the idea of
comic books in the li brary.

Juan Necochea, now a pro fessional ac ademic,
related how comics con tributed to his lit eracy de -
velopment (Cline and Necochea 2003). Necochea
began school at age eight in the United States, with
no knowl edge of Eng lish and no pre vious school -
ing. Yet, “to ward the end of the sec ond grade, at the
age of 9, . . . there was a sud den a sig nificant surge in 
my ac ademic performance—I seemed to go from a
nonreader to pro ficient reader of Eng lish prac tically
overnight . . . my teach ers . . . must have as sumed
that I must have been a ‘late bloomer’ ” (p. 124).

Necochea at tributes his suc cess to his pre vi-
ously de veloped lit eracy in Span ish, which, he
informs us, came from two sources: A home envi-
ronment rich in oral language, filled with “folk
tales, leg ends, fam ily his to ries, trag e dies, mu sic
and tra di tions” (p.124), and . . . com ics books.
Necochea was an avid comic book reader (his fa -
vor ite was Kalimán, el Hom bre Increíble). At first he
paid his older brother to read the com ics to him,
but even tually he learned to read them him self:
“Kalimán and my older brother be came my first
read ing teach ers” (p. 125). Necochea re ports that
by age six he could read in Spanish very well.

This case not only con firms the power of
comic books, it also con firms the power of first lan -
guage lit er acy as a fa cil i ta tor of sec ond lan guage
literacy, a topic we re turn to in chapter 3.

The Case for Comics

The case for comics is a good one:

• The texts of com ics are lin guistically appro-
priate, and pic tures can help make the texts
com pre hen si ble.5
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• Research shows that com ics have no neg a-
tive ef fect on lan guage de vel op ment and
school achieve ment.

• Comic book read ers do at least as much
reading as non-comic book read ers, and the
most re cent re search shows that they read
more overall, read more books, and have
more pos i tive at ti tudes to ward reading.

• There is strong ev idence from case stud ies
that com ics can serve as a con duit to book
read ing.

Light Read ing: The Teen Ro mance

Another ex ample of light read ing that can en -
courage ad ditional read ing is the teen romance.
Parrish (1983) pro vides this char ac ter iza tion:

Most of teen ro mance books are written to a for -
mula. The cen tral char acter is a girl, 15 to 16
years old, and the story is al ways told from her
viewpoint. One or more boys, 17 to 18 years old,
are also needed. The set ting is usu ally con tem-
porary and fa miliar, such as a small town. First
love is a fa vorite plot focus.

The joys of fall ing in love, the anx iety it en gen-
ders, the pain and growth of problems met, and
the inevitable happy ending are all standard.
How ever, these ro mances ex clude sex ual sit u a -
tions, pro fanity, or perversions. The con flict is
usually about the her oine’s feel ings—in se cu-
rity, un cer tainty, un pop u lar ity, in fe ri or ity, plea-
sure/pain, a strug gle for in dependence.
Di a logue gen er ally car ries the ac tion, while
char ac ter iza tion is re vealed through the ro man -
tic in teraction and prob lems. (p. 611)
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Teen ro mances were read by many, if not
most, girls in ju nior high school and high school in
the 1980s. Parrish and Atwood (1985) surveyed 250 
junior and se nior high school girls in the Phoe nix
met ro pol i tan area and re ported that dur ing the
school year, 50 per cent of the eighth graders said
they had read from one to five teen ro mances, and
100 per cent of the ninth graders had read at least
five. Also, “an as tonishing 12% of the twelfth grad-
ers had read in ex cess of thirty nov els this school
year” (p. 24).

Although there has been lit tle re search on teen 
romances, the re sults are quite sim ilar to those of
comic book re search.

Teen ro mances ap pear to have lin guistically
acceptable texts, rang ing in read ing level from
grade four to grade seven. Sweet Val ley Twins is
written at the fourth-grade read ing level; Sweet
Dream Ro mances, written for girls ages 10 to 15, is at
the fifth-grade level; and the Sweet Val ley High se -
ries, for age 12 and older, is writ ten at the
sixth-grade level. Caitlin, a “love tril ogy” writ ten
by Francine Pascal, ranges from the grade five to
the grade seven read ing level. By way of com pari-
son, re call that the mean read ability level of best
sellers is around the seventh-grade level.

Reading teen ro mances does not seem to pre vent
other kinds of read ing. Parrish and Atwood (1985)
found that “stu dents who read the ro mance nov els
read many other kinds of literature also” (p. 25).

Teen ro mances ap pear to bring stu dents into
the li brary. Ac cord ing to Parrish and Atwood,
eighth and ninth graders in the 1980s got their ro -
mance nov els equally from friends, book stores,
and school li braries. Tenth graders fa vored drug
and gro cery sto ries and the school li brary. Twelfth
graders showed the greatest di versity: Over half
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got their books from friends and the pub lic li brary,
37 per cent from bookstores and the school library,
with little use of home and drug/grocery stores.
Thus, de spite the existence of other places to get
teen ro mances, the school li brary still plays a sig -
nificant role as a source of reading for this genre.

There is ev idence that read ing teen ro mances
promotes reading. The following, quoted by
Parrish (1983), sounds very much like Haugaard’s
report of how comic books stimulate reading. The
writer is a 14-year-old girl: “I am the kind of per son
who hates to read, but when my mother brought
home a Silhouette book for me to read, I just
couldn’t put it down” (p. 615)

Just as there has been con cern about the con tent
of comic books, there is con cern about the con tent of
teen ro mances. There has been no re search on the be -
havioral ef fects of teen romances, but con cerned
teachers and par ents may be in terested in read ing
Sutton’s thought ful re view. Sutton (1985) gives the
teen ro mance cau tious ap proval, sug gest ing that
while we re gard “the lesser lights of pa perback fic tion
as the com petition” (p. 29), they have some merit:

Char ac ter iza tion is min i mal, the writ ing is less
than grace ful (“They were all be ing so po lite and 
civilized the twins thought they would throw
up.”) and even ro mance is over shadowed by the 
soap op era sus pense. But it does work: the bare
bones plots, hokey and hoary, move. The links
between suc cessive vol umes are clever, and you 
really want to know . . . what Jessica is go ing to
pull next (p. 27).

A re cent se ries of stud ies sug gests that teen
romances may have an other im portant use: They
may be ideal sources of com prehensible and in ter-
esting reading ma terial for some ac quirers of Eng -
lish as a second language.
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Kyung-Sook Cho (Cho and Krashen 1994,
1995a, 1995b) worked with a group of women in
their thirties who, despite years of formal (grammar-
based) study of Eng lish in Ko rea and con siderable
residence in the United States, had made lit tle prog -
ress in Eng lish. Cho first suggested that her sub jects
read books from the Sweet Val ley High se ries, writ ten
for girls ages 12 and older. These books proved to be 
too dif ficult; they could only be read with great ef -
fort, and with ex tensive re course to the dic tionary.
Cho then asked her subjects to try Sweet Val ley
Twins, nov els based on the same char acters but at a
younger age, written for readers ages 8 to 12. Once
again, the texts were too dif ficult. Cho then rec om-
mended Sweet Val ley Kids, nov els deal ing with the
same char acters at an even youn ger age, writ ten for
readers ages five to eight. Her sub jects, all adults,
be came en thu si as tic Sweet Val ley Kids read ers.

Cho re ported sig nif i cant vo cab u lary growth
in her read ers (Cho and Krashen 1994), and also
gath ered in for mal ev i dence of their prog ress, in-
cluding re ports from their friends (Cho and
Krashen 1995a). Perhaps the most im pressive re -
sult is the re port of one of her sub jects one year af -
ter she start ing read ing Sweet Val ley books. Af ter
one year, this sub ject, who had never read for plea -
sure in Eng lish prior to this study, had read all 34
Sweet Val ley Kids books, had read many books from
the Sweet Val ley Twins and Sweet Val ley High se ries,
and had started to read Danielle Steele, Syd ney
Sheldon, and other au thors of ro mances in English
(Cho and Krashen 1995a).

Light Read ing: The Power of Mag azines

Rucker (1982) provides a strong demonstra-
tion of the power of mag azines to promote and im-
prove read ing abil ity. Rucker gave junior high
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school stu dents ques tionnaires prob ing their in ter-
ests. A few months later, he pro vided a ran dom
sample of the students with two free magazine
sub scrip tions re lat ing to their in ter ests. One group
of stu dents re ceived the mag azines for one year,
another for a year and a half. Nei ther the stu dents
nor their par ents were in formed that an ex peri-
ment was be ing con ducted, and even teach ers did
not know about the subscriptions.

Rucker re ported that stu dents who re ceived
the magazines had su perior gains on standardized
tests of reading (but not on a test of “lan guage,”
i.e., me chanics and spell ing). A rea sonable in ter-
pretation of these re sults is that the mag azines
themselves served as valu able in put and that they
stimulated even more read ing. As Rucker points
out, mag azines are the most “reader in ter est spe-
cific” of all mass media and “may thus con se-
quently be the most valu able as stimuli to reading”
(p. 33).

Is Light Read ing Enough?

It is sen sible to sup pose that what is read mat-
ters. De spite the ben efits of light read ing, a diet of
only light read ing will prob ably not lead to ad -
vanced lev els of de velopment. Only a few stud ies
bear on this is sue, and they are correlational, which 
means we can not be sure whether read ing prefer-
ences are a cause or result (or both) of reading abil-
ity. The stud ies, how ever, sug gest that read ing
com pre hen sion and vo cab u lary de vel op ment are
related to what is read.

Rice (1986) re ported that adults with better
vo cab u lar ies “tended to read more so phisticated
ma te ri als,” such as tech nical jour nals, history, lit er-
ary mag a zines, and sci ence mag a zines. Hafner,
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Palmer, and Tullos (1986) found that better readers
(top one-half on a read ing com prehension test) in
the ninth grade tended to pre fer “com plex fic tion”
(his tor i cal fic tion, sci ence fic tion, mys tery, ad ven -
ture, per sonal de vel op ment, per sonal in sight),
while “poor readers” (bottom one-half) tended to
pre fer “how-to-do-it” books, sci ence books, hobby
books, and books on art, mu sic, and his tory.
Southgate, Ar nold, and John son (1981) found that
seven- to nine-year-olds who were better read ers
preferred ad venture books, while “funny books”
were more popular with less advanced readers.

Thorndike (1973), in his large-scale study of
read ing com pre hen sion in 15 coun tries, re ported
that for 14-year-olds the types of read ing that cor -
re lated best with read ing com pre hen sion abil ity
were, in order, 1) hu mor; 2) his tory and bi ography;
3) sci ence fic tion, myths, and leg ends; and 3) ad -
venture and cur rent events. Thorndike also re-
ported that by the end of secondary school the
pattern had changed some what: While read ing of
sports, love sto ries, and school stories was nega-
tively cor re lated with read ing com pre hen sion, his-
tory and bi og ra phy, tech ni cal sci ence, and
phi los o phy and re li gion showed the strongest
positive correlation.

There is some agree ment among the stud ies;
science fic tion and ad venture books seem to be
consistently preferred by good read ers. There are
also some con tra dic tions: Good read ers, ac cord ing
to Thorndike, pre fer his tory and re ligious books,
but in the Hafner, Palmer, and Tullos study, poor
readers pre ferred these top ics. (An ob vious prob -
lem in re lating read ing growth to genre is that
there might be quite a bit of vari ation in com plexity
within one kind of read ing. Clearly, re search in
this area has just begun.)
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As noted ear lier, Greaney (1980) iden tified a
group of “pre dom i nately comic book read ers,”
fifth-grade chil dren who did far more comic book
reading than book read ing. These chil dren were not 
sig nif i cantly be low the group av er age in read ing
comprehension but were not as pro ficient as chil -
dren clas si fied as “pre dom i nately book read ers.”

The re sults of these studies do not im ply that
light read ing is to be avoided. As ar gued ear lier, light 
reading can serve as a con duit to heavier read ing: It
provides both the mo tivation for more read ing and
the lin guistic com petence that makes harder read ing
pos si ble. Re as sur ing and sup port ing ev i dence co mes 
from stud ies that show that many chil dren who do
extensive free read ing even tually choose what ex -
perts have decided are “good books” (Schoonover
1938), and studies show that readers gradually ex -
pand their read ing in terests as they read more
(LaBrant 1958). Also, books chil dren se lect on their
own are of ten harder than their of ficial “read ing
level” (Southgate, Ar nold, and John son 1981).

Do Re wards Work?

The stud ies pre sented in this chap ter sug gest
that the in trinsic re ward of read ing is so great that
it will stim ulate ad ditional read ing. They sug gest
that we do not need ex trinsic re wards for read ing,
that is, gold stars, cash awards, reading club mem -
bership, or other in centives. Smith (1988) ar gues, in 
fact, that awards can backfire:

Show a child that the payoff for read ing or writ -
ing some thing is a treat, a to ken, a happy face or
a high mark, and that is what the child will learn
is the price lit eracy should ex tract. Ev ery child
knows that anything ac complished by co ercion,
no mat ter how be nign, can not be worth do ing it
its own right. (p. 124)
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What Does the Re search Say?

Research of fers no sup port for the use of re-
wards and sug gests, in agreement with Smith, that
rewards may be harmful.

McLoyd (1979) asked second and third grad-
ers to read from “high-in ter est” books un der three
con di tions: “high re ward,” “low re ward,” and “no
re ward.” In the high re ward con dition, chil dren
were prom ised a re ward that they rated the most
highly out of six presented. In the low re ward con -
dition, chil dren were prom ised a re ward that they
rated the least highly out of six presented.

It was ex plained to the re warded chil dren that 
the re ward would be granted if they read un til they 
reached a marker in the book indicating 250 words
and that the ex perimenter was in terested in their
opinion of the book. Re wards were not men tioned
to the chil dren in the no re ward con dition; rather,
they were simply asked to read up to the in dicated
place in the text and to then give their opin ion of
the book. The read ing ses sions lasted 10 minutes.

The dif ference be tween the two re warded
groups was not statistically significant, but both re-
warded groups differed from the non-rewarded
group. The rewarded groups clearly read only
what they had to in or der to get the reward, barely
going be yond the 250-word marker. The non-re-
warded read ers went well be yond this point; they
read more than twice as much as the rewarded
groups.

Children ap pear to be per fectly will ing to read 
without re wards (wit ness the suc cess of Harry Pot -
ter) and do not even think of re wards when asked
about how to en courage reading, in con trast to
teachers.
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Worthy (2000) asked 419 middle school chil-
dren and 35 teach ers for their suggestions for mo ti-
vating stu dents to read. The schools were from a
range of eth nic and so cioeconomic groups.

The stu dents were asked: “What could your
language arts teacher do to make stu dents more
mo ti vated to read?” Stu dents were asked to write
up to three suggestions, and made a to tal of 509
suggestions. Teach ers were asked, “What do you
think are the best ways of mo tivating stu dents to
read?” and pro vided “mul ti ple sug ges tions.” Both
groups rec om mended pro viding more in ter est ing
books (students = 45 percent of sug gestions, teach-
ers = 35 per cent), and both rec ommended more
student choice and more read-alouds. Nine stu -
dent sug gestions were for more time to read, but
this was not mentioned by teachers.

Of in terest to us here is incentives: “Teach ers
and stu dents made strik ingly dif fer ent sug ges tions
regarding in centives. Al though 29% of teacher sug -
gestions were fo cused on re warding or co ercing
students to read (i.e. grades, “nagging”) only 9% of
students’ sug gestions fell into this cat egory, and of -
ten their sug ges tions were ob vi ously fa cetious (e.g.
‘Give us $10 for every page we read)” (p. 448).

Worthy noted that, “Although most teach ers
spoke of the im por tance of de vel op ing in trin sic
motivation to read, more than half said that they
used external motivators as in ducements to read-
ing” (p. 448).

Sim i larly, Ivey and Broaddus (2001) asked
1,765 sixth graders what stimulated them to read;
only 7 per cent men tioned ex ternal re wards.

Bintz (1993) also found that many teachers be -
lieved in in centives. He asked teach ers what would
pro mote stu dent in ter est in read ing. Teachers felt
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that many stu dents were not in terested in read ing
and that they needed to be forced to read and
needed to be “held ac countable” for their read ing.
Many of the teach ers, Bintz con cluded, were un -
aware that many of these “re luctant” read ers were
avid read ers of self-se lected read ing out side of
school. The stu dents, ac cording to Bintz, were not
reluctant to read but were only re luctant to read
school-as signed ma te rial.

Read ing Man age ment Pro grams

A num ber of stud ies have at tempted to de ter-
mine the im pact of read ing man agement pro -
grams, pro grams in which chil dren are tested on
what they read and re warded for points earned on
these tests. McQuillan (1997) reviewed stud ies of
the ef fectiveness of these programs and con cluded
that there was no ev idence that they im proved
read ing achieve ment or at ti tudes to ward read ing. I
have re cently re viewed stud ies of the best known
of these pro grams, Ac celerated Reader (Krashen
2003d), and summarize my results here.

Accelerated Reader (AR) has four com ponents:

1. Children are pro vided with sub stantial
access to books.

2. Children read books that they se lect
themselves (AR rec ommends one hour per day for
free vol un tary read ing).

3. Children earn points by tak ing tests on the 
content of the books, tests that fo cus on lit eral
mean ing.

4. Children get prizes in ex change for the
points they earn on the tests. (The AR com pany
points out that this fea ture is not in trinsic to AR,
but is at the dis cretion of the school.)
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We would not be surprised to learn that a pro -
gram that in cludes items 1 and 2 will in crease read -
ing pro ficiency. As dis cussed in this chap ter, there
is strong evidence that when read ers are pro vided
ac cess to com pre hen si ble and in ter est ing read ing
material, they read more. As doc umented in chap -
ter 1, those who read more, read better. The ques-
tion of in terest, then, is whether features 3 and 4
make any dif ference. Do tests and re wards help?
The ob vious study that would set tle this is to see
whether pro grams such as Ac celerated Reader are
better than sim ply pro viding more books and
more time to read. Un fortunately, this kind of
comparison has not been done.

Stud ies of Ac cel er ated Reader

Most studies of the efficacy of AR com pare
AR to do ing noth ing spe cial; that is, they com pare
students in AR programs to students in traditional
language arts classes in which no ef fort is made to
increase ac cess to books, en courage read ing, and
provide more time to read. Many of the results are
positive, with AR stu dents do ing better on stan -
dardized tests than com parison stu dents in tra di-
tional lan guage arts classes. Even when re sults are
positive, how ever, they do not tell us which as -
pects of AR are re sponsible for the re sults. I re -
viewed these studies in detail in Krashen (2003d).

Not all of these stud ies, how ever, show that
AR was in fact more ef fective than tra ditional lan -
guage arts in struction. Goodman (1999) reported
that AR stu dents gained only three months over an 
academic year on standardized tests of reading
comprehension. In one of the re ports on the of ficial
AR Web site (renlearn.com; Re port 36), AR was
done in two mid dle school classrooms for one year.
One class showed gains, the other did not: Mathis
(1996) com pared progress with AR for a group of
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sixth graders with gains made by the same stu -
dents the year be fore and found no dif ference. It
could be ar gued that the du ration of these stud ies
was not long enough to show the im pact of AR: Re -
call that the im pact of sus tained si lent read ing is
greater when stud ies are long term. This does not
help ex plain the results of the next study, however.

Pavonetti, Brimmer, and Cipielewski (2003)
ad min is tered the Ti tle Rec og ni tion Test to sev enth
graders in three dis tricts. The Title Rec ognition
Test is a check list that cor relates highly with other
measures of reading exposure as well as with vari-
ous mea sures of read ing achieve ment (see dis cus-
sion in “The Au thor Rec og ni tion Test” sec tion in
chapter 1). For all three districts com bined,
Pavonetti et al. re ported no dif ference be tween
those chil dren who had had AR and those who had 
not.

Only three stud ies have at tempted to deal
with the is sue of what as pect of AR is effective. In
all three, how ever, it ap pears to be the case that the
AR group had more exposure to com prehensible
text, and in two studies the com parison group did
not do pure “rec re ational read ing.” In all three
studies, the re sults are in consistent and un clear.6

 Con clusions on AR

Despite the popularity of AR, we must con -
clude that there is no real ev idence sup porting it,
no real ev idence that the ad ditional tests and re -
wards add any thing to the power of sim ply sup -
plying ac cess to high-qual ity and in ter est ing
reading ma terial and pro viding time for children
to read.

This is not to say that I have proven that AR is
ineffective. I have only con cluded that data sup -
porting it do not ex ist. Al though McLoyd’s re sults
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suggest that re wards ac tually in hibit read ing, we
must with hold judg ment un til ad ditional con-
trolled stud ies con firm this. What we can con-
clude, how ever, is that the en thusiasm for AR is
not sup ported by re search. Be fore pur chasing AR
and sub mitting stu dents to tests, a more pru dent
policy might be to en sure that high-interest read -
ing ma terial is eas ily avail able to stu dents, and that 
students have time to read and a place to read.7

Notes

1. These results are sum marized be low. In all
cases, pov erty was a sig nif i cant pre dic tor of
achievement. The num ber of books per stu dent
and amount of li brary staffing were also con sistent
predictors of achieve ment. In some stud ies, these
relationships held even when pov erty was con -
trolled, but in oth ers they were only pres ent when
poverty was not controlled.
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Predictors of Test Score Per formance

Study Colo.
II

Alaska Pa. Oreg. Tex. Ind. Mass. Iowa

RC RC, LA,
M

RC RC RC lit, M LA, M,
Sc

RC

pov erty yes yes contr. yes yes contr. yes yes

books yes* no no yes* yes yes yes yes**

staff ing yes* yes** yes yes* yes yes yes yes**

* = books and staff ing combined as one fac tor
** = dif ferences emerge if poverty not con trolled
RC = read ing com pre hen sion
contr. = sta tis ti cally con trolled
lit = lit eracy; M = math; Sc = sci ence; LA = language arts
Sources: Colorado II = Lance, Rodney, and Ham il ton-Pennell (2000a); Alaska = Lance, Ham il -
ton-Pennell, Rodney, Petersen, and Sit ter (1999); Penn sylvania = Lance, Rodney, and Ham il ton-Pennell
(2000b); Or egon = Lance, Rodney, and Ham il ton-Pennell (2001); Texas = Smith (2001); In diana = NCES
(2000); Mas sa chu setts = Baughman (2000); Iowa = Rodney, Lance, and Ham il ton-Pennell (2002).



2.  For additional arguments against the over-
em pha sis on pho ne mic aware ness and pho nics,
see Krashen (2002, 2003b); Smith (1994b).

3.  The Fry for mula is based on three ran dom
samples of 100 words. These sam ples can vary
quite a bit. Note, for ex ample, the vari ability in the
three sam ples for The In cred i ble Hulk in ta ble 2.2
(5.5, 9.2, 1.9). Daniel Krashen has suggested to me
that the 9.2 sam ple may have been based on the
speech of Bruce Ban ner, the Hulk’s al ter ego. Ban -
ner is a re search sci entist, and his speech re flects
his profession.

4.  Al though clas sic com ics are probably more
acceptable to par ents and teach ers, there is ev i-
dence that they are not all that pop ular with chil -
dren. Wayne (1954) asked 297 seventh-grade
students to in dicate which comic types they pre-
ferred; each student was asked to choose four from
a list of 15. Classic com ics ranked ninth out of 15.
When chil dren are asked which com ics they prefer,
without a list to choose from, classic com ics are
never men tioned (for a re view of these studies, see
Witty and Sizemore 1954). Mi chael Dirda, in his
read ing au to bi og ra phy, shares his en thu si asm for
comic books, but tells us, “I never re ally cot toned
to the ear nest and di dactic ‘clas sic com ics’. . . . Who
would pick up some thing called The Cloister and the 
Hearth?” (Dirda 2003, p. 56).

5. There has been some con cern that the pic -
tures in comic books will al low chil dren to ig nore
the text and might ac tually in terfere with learn ing
to read (Wertham 1954). According to lan guage ac -
qui si tion the ory, how ever, pic tures can ac tu ally
help, be cause they can pro vide clues that shed
light on the mean ing of an un familiar word or
gram mat i cal struc ture—they can, in other words,
help make texts more com prehensible (Krashen
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1985). As one comic book reader, a preteen ac quir-
er of Eng lish as a sec ond lan guage, put it: “[T]hey
got pic ture . . . col orful pic ture to help the read ers
to un derstand like how, what is hap pening, go ing
on” (Guofang, quoted in Norton 2003, p. 143).

But some chil dren do ig nore the text and only
look at the pic tures. Bailyn (1959) found that 27
percent of the fifth- and sixth-grade boys she ob -
served read ing comic books “con centrated mainly
on the pic tures.” In their sus tained si lent read ing
study, Arlin and Roth (1978) re ported that poor
readers ap peared to do more pic ture read ing of
comic books than good readers did.

Why are some chil dren pic ture read ers? At
first glance, the pic ture read ing syn drome is puz -
zling, be cause pic tures do not tell the whole story
in most com ics, and chil dren do not typ ically ig -
nore print in their en vironment. Here are some
possibilities:

A difficult text combined with attractive pictures.
While read ers can tol erate some “noise” in texts,
too many un known el ements will dis courage at-
tempts at com pre hen sion (Frebody and An derson
1983). A sec ond grader may not even try to read
the rel atively com plex text and storyline of com ics
such as X-Men or Ne ga tion, but might find the pic-
tures of great interest.

Mis taken as sump tions about read ing. Some pic-
ture readers may be able to read substantial por-
tions of the text but do not attempt to read. It is
pos si ble that their in cor rect as sump tions about
reading dis courage these chil dren from try ing to
read. Because of “read ing les sons” in school, they
may have the mis taken im pression that in or der to
read they need to know ev ery word in the text.
Such an as sumption sets up a de feating se quence
of events: The reader reads less, and as a re sult has
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less of a chance to de velop read ing ability and
acquire more language.

These are only pos sibilities. Frank Smith has
pointed out to me that if they are true, it does not
follow that pic ture read ing can be cured by de ny-
ing the child comic books. More comic reading, not
less, may be the so lution. With more ex posure, the
child’s in terest in the story might stimulate at -
tempts at reading.

6. One re port appears in two ver sions:
Vollands, Topping, and Evans (1996) is an ERIC re -
port, while Vollands, Topping, and Evans (1999) is
a slightly ab bre vi ated ver sion ap pear ing in The
Reading and Writ ing Quarterly. The re port in cluded
two in dependent stud ies, each last ing six months.
In both cases, it is claimed that AR was com pared
to a group that did recreational reading.

Vollands, Top ping, and Ev ans: Pro ject A: As dis -
cussed in de tail in Krashen (2003d), this study pro -
vides no clear support for AR. The com parison
group chil dren had to give “writ ten feed back” on
what they read, and the AR group was read to in
ad di tion to do ing self-se lected read ing. Jeff
McQuillan (per sonal com mu ni ca tion) has pointed
out that if we add the read-aloud time to the SSR
times, the AR group had considerably more ex po-
sure to com prehensible text, 3,225 min utes com-
pared to 2,850 min utes for the com parison group.
As noted ear lier in this chap ter, read-alouds con -
trib ute strongly to lit er acy de vel op ment

The re sults are not clear. The AR group made
better gains on one mea sure of read ing com pre-
hension as well as on a test of read ing ac curacy, but 
both groups de clined on an other test of read ing
comprehension, given only to a ran dom
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subsample of the AR group. The AR group ap-
peared to de cline less, how ever, than the com pari-
son group did.

This study is not a com parison of AR versus
recreational read ing alone. It is a com parison of two
programs in which stu dents in both pro grams were
held ac countable for what they read, and the chil -
dren in the AR group had more ex posure to com -
pre hen si ble text than com par i son chil dren did.

Vollands et al.: Project B: The com par i son
group in this study was also en gaged in an in cen-
tive pro gram. Vollands et al. noted that that “chil-
dren would write their name on a pub licly
displayed chart when they had fin ished their
book” (1999, p. 54). In ad dition, com parison chil-
dren also read from a se lection of nov els, with all
reading done aloud by the stu dents, and they had
to an swer com prehension ques tions on the read -
ing. This is not free vol untary read ing. If we only
consider the gen uine free read ing done by the
comparison group, the AR chil dren had slightly
more ex po sure to com pre hen si ble text (see
Krashen 2003d for de tails).

AR chil dren in this study took tests but did
not re ceive re wards. Points earned, how ever, were
displayed in pub lic.

The re sults were in con sis tent. Com par i son
students made larger gains on one standardized
test of read ing com pre hen sion (Ed in burgh), but
AR stu dents made larger gains on an other read -
ing com pre hen sion mea sure (Neale), with com -
parisons making no gains at all on the Neale, a
mys te ri ous re sult, be cause com par i sons were
considered to be “good read ers.” This in consis-
tency may be due to the fact that all 26
comparison students and nearly all AR stu dents
took the Ed inburgh test, but only a random sam ple
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of 11 AR stu dents and 12 com parison students
took the Neale com pre hen sion test.

It is dif ficult to con clude much of anything
from this study: Both groups had similar incen-
tives (rec ognition), and re sults were mixed.

Facemire (2000) also used a com parison group
that was en gaged in rec reational read ing. AR was
used with 15 third grad ers in a high pov erty area of 
West Vir ginia. AR stu dents gained five months
over the nine-week pe riod, and com parisons
gained three months. This study is an im portant
step in the right di rection but has a few prob lems.
First, it is likely that the AR stu dents read more
than the com parisons did; AR stu dents had “at
least” 20 min utes per day of SSR, while com pari-
sons had ex actly 20 min utes. While com parisons
had “ac cess” to the li brary, AR students had a reg -
ularly scheduled 80 minutes per week.

Second, each group con tained one un usual
outlier. The AR group in cluded one child who
gained 2.3 years in nine weeks, and the com pari-
son group included one child who got much worse
in read ing, drop ping more than one year dur ing
the nine-week study. If we re move these out liers,
the groups look nearly the same, with the AR
group gain ing four months and the com parisons
three and one-half months.

7.  A study of EFL stu dents in Ja pan (Kitao,
Yamamoto, Kitao, and Shimatani 1990) con tains
some in teresting sta tistics that show that the usual
means of en cour ag ing read ing don’t work very
well. They com pared read ing graded read ers as a
course re quirement with read ing graded read ers
for ex tra credit. All stu dents had to hand in book
reports to re ceive credit. Two hun dred twenty
graded read ers were made available.
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Those who read as a re quirement read only
what was as signed: 92 out the 93 students did the
assigned reading, but 87 of them read only one
book. Only 69 out of the 207 who were of fered ex -
tra credit handed in book re ports. Of those who
handed in re ports, the av erage was slightly more
than two per stu dent (2.2).

Why these sad re sults? There are several
pos si bil i ties:

1. The book re port re quirement made read -
ing much less de sirable.

2. The books were sim ply not in teresting:
Even though stu dents rated the books as some -
what interesting (mean of 4.44 on a 1 to 6 scale),
“in ter est” was not the rea son the read ers read.
When the read ers were asked what mo tivated
them to read, only five listed “in ter est ing books” as 
their first rea son, and only 17 listed this as their
second reason.

3. The stu dents had lit tle time to read out -
side of school. When the nonreaders were asked
why they did not read, 70 out of 128 in dicated they
were too busy as their first reason, and 37 more
mentioned this as their sec ond rea son.

What we can con clude is that for uni versity
students, read ing graded read ers for grades or ex -
tra credit, with re quired book re ports, does not
pro duce spec tac u lar results.
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