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Abstract
Recent research reveals young American adults are reading considerably less than ever before.  One way to stop this downward spiral is for teenagers to develop more positive attitudes towards reading.  Educators can change such mindsets by selecting literary texts based on student interests.  Library circulation also increases when demographics are considered during this process.  Despite concerns of time being stripped from the traditional school curriculum, longer periods of recreational reading raise academic performance. Technological advances and community involvement also serve as useful tools.  Adolescents must be allowed the opportunity and freedom to read materials of their own choosing if they are expected to continue the practice as adults.  
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Motivating Adolescent Readers: A Literary Success Story

Current Landscape

As a nation, we must address a serious problem before it cripples our role in the global economy.  Mallette (2004) cited findings from the National Endowment of Arts (NEA) publication titled Reading at Risk to reveal a disturbing occurrence.  Based on a survey of 17,000 people, NEA found less than 50% of adults read outside of work or school.  Those between 18-25 years old fared even worse.  They read 55% less than the rest of the overall population.  Americans, particularly younger adults, are simply avoiding reading at all costs.


The reading abilities of secondary school students shed light on these findings. The US Department of Education’s National Assessment of Educational Progress showed 76% of 8th graders were not reading at grade level (Klinka, 2005). These results indicated their inability to figure out the meanings of passages or to find supporting evidence for backing up main ideas. Robert Johnson’s conclusions concurred with the national statistics in this regard (Swenor, 2006).  High school seniors fared slightly better since approximately 2/3 were below grade level proficiency (Klinka, 2005).   Not surprisingly, when students become unsuccessful readers during their school years, they will remain unmotivated and unproductive in this matter throughout their adulthood. 

Middle and high school students must acquire strong reading skills for success later in life.  In their article titled, Motivated Reader, Engaged Writer (2004), 
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Reed, Schallert, Beth, and Woodruff strongly emphasized how teenaged students must achieve high literacy rates to successfully assume adult responsibilities.

Adolescents entering the adult world in the 21st Century will read and write 
more than at any other time in human history.  They will need advanced levels of 
literacy to perform their jobs, run their households, act as citizens, and conduct 
their personal lives.  They will need literacy to cope with the flood of 
information they will find everywhere they turn.  They will need literacy to feed 
their imaginations so they can create the world of the future. (p. 268)
Students, who are able to examine numerous types of texts, will be better prepared for the challenges awaiting them after graduation.  This greater understanding only occurs for those who read on a regular basis.  School officials and other community members can be at the forefront by effectively addressing these literary needs.
Student Choice as a Primary Motivating Factor


Teenagers will express more enthusiasm about reading when they are allowed to select the materials.  Reed, Schallert, Beth, and Woodruff (2004) stressed how providing such access increases motivation.  Anytime students are given some degree of choice, their feelings of self-determination increase, and they move closer to the intrinsic end of the motivation continuum. (p. 255).  If the goal is for students to become life-long readers, this is an important consideration.   In her findings, Swenor (2006) stated how 65% of teens will read topics of personal interest.  When adolescents are provided worthwhile choices, they have an incentive to finish the reading (Worthy, Moorman, & Turner, 1999).  
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Students may be deemed non-readers in a school setting, but read voraciously outside the classroom (Zirinsky & Rau, 2001).  Zirinksy & Rau (2001) cited examples of teenagers as avid readers of John Grisham novels and motorcycle magazines to illustrate this point.  Students find reading more stimulating when given the choice. 

Adolescents thrive on several levels by simply reading more, regardless of the content.  Students gain the confidence necessary to achieve personal and scholastic goals by perusing enjoyable literature on a regular basis (Reed, Schallert, Beth, & Woodruff, 2004).  Regie Rouman, a language arts resource teacher comments on how parents and teachers are quick to criticize light reading, but it is light reading that “often leads to more substantial reading (Zirinksy & Rau, 2001, pp. 20-21).  Despite the easier vocabulary of such recreational materials, students still develop better literacy skills.  Klinka (2005) also encouraged parents to allow their teenagers to check out favorite magazines and comics because they improve reading comprehension and teach important life lessons.  Teens eventually move onto more difficult fiction at the appropriate time (Klinka, 2005). With a new approach, students can become successful readers in any given environment.


      

Selecting Literary Materials

Surveys provide useful information on widely read selections. Based on interviews with middle and high school students, researchers discovered their leanings towards certain types of texts.  First, teens passionately read books on subjects they deem personally meaningful.  The top choices for middle school students included horror 
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fiction, comics, cartoons , popular magazines, and sports (Reed, Schallert, Beth, & Woodruff, 2004).  Worthy, Moorman, & Turner (1999) also acknowledged their favoring horror stories, popular magazines, and sports. In her study, Swenor (2006) commented how adolescents mainly read class assigned novels or popular magazines.  They also chose selections based on recommendations from friends (Zirinksy & Rau, 2001).  By engaging in conversations with teenagers, librarians can order the appropriate materials.  
Even though students generally share similar literary tastes, gender & ethnicity must also be taken into account during the selection process.  Studies have shown how boys, girls, and minority students have diverse interests. Reed, Schallert, Beth, & Woodruff (2004) shed further light on these differences by citing a Harvard study on the issue. 


B.M Freedman’s Harvard study of “Literacy & Cultural Identity (1990) discussed 
the importance of the relationship of cultural identity to literacy.  Freedman 
argued that being a member of a group (e.g. an ethnic minority) affects what 
literacy means to an individual, and that being literate can have a different 
meaning for each individual depending on that “person’s view of social reality” 
that is mediated by collective representation of that reality.” (p. 266)

During adolescence, teenagers need a sense of belonging.  Even though they hope to assimilate within the larger culture, they also want to be a part of something that is distinct and special.  Therefore, teens will gravitate towards readings which provide them an identity.
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Ethnicity is a key point for discussion.  Many African-American teenagers thoroughly enjoy books describing their circumstances (Hughes-Hassell & Lutz ,2006).  In their article titled, Street Lit Flying Off Teen Fiction Bookshelves in Philadelphia Public Libraries (2006), Morris, Hughes-Hassell,  Agosto, and Cottman echoed this sentiment.  While stories of drug dealing, premarital sex, gangs, and death in urban cities are upsetting to the general public at large, street literature strongly appeals to many young adults in the African American community because it reflects what is happening in their daily lives.  Even though the stories offer little hope for a better life, they soothe the frightened and confused souls of anxious African American teens seeking confirmation and validation in their lives, as well as the legitimization of inner-city culture (Morris, Hughes-Hassell, Agosto, & Cottman, 2006, p. 7).   Studies illustrate why these teens connect with these themes.  80% of the African-American teenagers have witnessed someone killed in their neighborhood, and they have all seen drug dealings.  Urban librarians compare the massive circulation of street literature to the Harry Potter phenomenon because the demand for it is so overwhelming they quickly move off the shelves. Despite the graphic nature presented in the materials, supporters argue how these readers eventually gravitate towards more challenging and traditional multicultural literature ( Morris, Hughes-Hassell, Agosto, & Cottman, 2006). Research on Hispanic readers has been more limited, but still significant.  Authors like Laura Esquivel and Gary Soto are becoming more popular.  More Latinos are purchasing newspapers like La Opinion. Their interests tend to be similar to the general population at large.  M.L. Stein (1997) reported how newspapers especially have begun to cater to younger Hispanic 
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readers with many articles on music, sports, and entertainment.  However, language is a notable difference. Like other segments of the population, ethnic minorities can be encouraged to read.


Gender differences must also be considered.  Studies have shown different reading practices between boys and girls.  Worthy, Morton, and Turner (1999) described how boys were avid newspaper readers compared to girls.  However, based on the findings in the in the Philadelphia Case Study (Morris, Hughes-Hassell, Agosto, & Cottman, 2006), girls participated more in group discussions and read more overall.  Even though middle school students generally read the same types of texts, there were exceptions.   Boys picked novels based on fantasy or action heroes, but girls chose more books on social issues (Worthy, Morton, and Turner, 1999).    Hughes-Hassell & Lutz (2006) also discussed distinct literary preferences as well.  They wrote how boys enjoyed wrestling magazines and sports publications, but girls liked fashion & beauty magazines.   Therefore, a wide assortment of materials and programs must be abundant in school & public libraries.
Addressing Educator Concerns

Unfortunately, school library collections lack high interest materials. 71% of the students surveyed find books at the school library were only “somewhat interesting” (Swenor, 2006). While middle school teachers and school librarians selected Young Adult Choice and Newberry Award books, many of their students were not interested in reading them.
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Researchers found rare examples of adolescent enjoying high acclaimed literature through teacher inspiration.   Popular fiction titles still remain unavailable at these libraries (Worthy, Moorman, & Turner, 1999).  High school students, who were interviewed, also complained how teacher assigned texts were boring and difficult.
Students will only learn through books they can actually understand (Ivey & Fisher, 2005). Hughes-Hassell & Lutz (2006) described the following reasons why students are active readers. 

· The books are too long

· Students can’t get into the stories.

· Students thought the reading was too difficult

· Classmates laughed at them for messing up on the words.

Evidence supports a need for change if the situation is to improve.

However, many educators maintain the status quo.  Teachers and school media librarians voice legitimate concerns over altering their collections.  First, they object to the violent and sexually explicit passages in some of the popular titles.  Since school librarians must spend school funds for technology, reference materials, and state approved texts, they lack money to make such purchases.  School districts also feel pressured to select grade level appropriate texts as a way of improving test scores (Ivey & Fisher, 2005).  Teachers add how the illustrations found in magazines and comic books detract students from improving their reading comprehension.  They also think an excess of popular texts limits students from exposure to other genres of literature (Worthy, Moorman, & Turner, 1999).
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However, these educators should reconsider their position.  …there is evidence that light materials promote fluent reading & vocabulary development, lead to better attitudes towards reading, help develop the  linguistic competence necessary for reading more difficult materials, and typically give students the confidence and drive to read more sophisticate materials (Worthy, Moorman, & Turner, 1999, p. 24).
Easier texts are more accessible for many students, particularly struggling readers.  These works allow them to enhance vocabulary and better understand the plot.  Students will also read more in their spare time from an improved attitude. Once they are successful in comprehending lighter reading materials, they will feel encouraged to read more challenging texts on similar subject matters.   For reading assignments in different courses, teachers can provide and/or allow students to select interesting and various literary resources.  Social Studies and Science teachers can assign newspaper and magazine articles for evaluating current issues.  Language Arts instructional standards primarily require teachers to instruct on concepts such as setting, character, conflict, resolution, theme, etc.  Therefore, it does not always matter what is selected, but the way the messages come across to students.  When teachers focus more on literary ideas, students have a greater opportunity to examine challenging, yet more interesting texts for class assignments.  When students connect with the readings, they will become more successful.
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Resolving Time Constraints


Teenagers will be hard pressed to change reading habits because of the demands of their daily schedules. It is ironic that school-especially homework and extracurricular activities-might be factors that contribute to non-reading, but that seems to be the case for many senior high school readers (Zirinsky and Rau, 2001, p.15).  Since students must fulfill these obligations, it becomes a greater challenge to find the extra time for reading.  In some instances, teens can rearrange their schedules.  Instead of reading, studies indicate how many spend their leisure time playing video games, watching television, socializing with friends, and completing school work (Hughes-Hassell & Lutz, 2006).  If the objective is for teenagers to read more, it must become a higher priority for them. 

Educators can assist in providing more reading opportunities. Many school districts have adopted Silent Sustained Reading programs.  During some portion of the school day, all segments of the school campus are engaged in reading.  This time will enhance student motivation for two reasons.  The school would be supporting students as readers.  When the adults take time out of their work day for reading, students will recognize it as an important activity (Ivey, 2002). Test scores rose for schools which utilized SSR (Ivey & Fisher, 2005).  Hughes-Hassell & Lutz (2006) also mentioned SSR as an effective instructional tool.  This is something extremely easy to implement because it does not require any extra training or funding.  It only requires the willingness to make a commitment towards making it happen.

.
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The Role of Technology


Technology is a cost effective way for increasing student interest.  School officials can utilize the high use of the internet, cell phones, pagers, and email by students as guides for advanced literacy (Reed, Schallert, Beth, & Woodruff, 2004).  School librarians can also capitalize on this phenomenon  by ordering ebooks and books on tape.  These methods of presenting the literature will captivate certain readers.  One useful application is Accelerated Reader, an assessment program based on a large assortment of novels.

AR has worked extremely well in bringing about student achievement.  Since the AR program allows students to choose interesting books tailored to their abilities, they will be better informed on which ones to choose. They may also find comprehension tests less stressful by taking them on the computer.  The results on the screen also provide immediate feedback on their accomplishments.  In his article, Accelerated Reader Sparks High School Reader Excitement, Moyer (2006) described how the program turned a New Jersey High School around.  Through AR, these teachers discovered a useful device for inspiring their students.  At first, they monitored and motivated the kids with rewards and incentives. However, these became less necessary as the program continued.   In the first year alone, 70 participants checked out a total of 563 books.  This translated to each student reading an average of 8 books.  While it began with struggling readers during the first year of its implementation, it was used throughout the entire school two years later.  By that time, participants checked out anywhere from 5-32 books (Moyer, 2006) A similar experience occurred at a high school in Renton, Washington. 
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 Once AR was used, many students gained comprehension and acquired a greater appreciation for reading.  Like the New Jersey school, it started with lower achieving students, but eventually spread throughout the entire campus (Anderson, 2001).  AR acts as an aid for encouraging student readers.
Community Involvement


When the community develops literacy outreach programs, reading rates progress upward. The Philadelphia City project is one such example.  The Philadelphia libraries persuade the most disenfranchised citizens to visit the library.  Not only do they include worthwhile books, they have activities for engaging teenagers. They choose reading materials, arrange schedules for book talks, plan pizza parties, and decide on the Weidner Book Club agenda (Morris, Hughes-Hassell, Agosto, & Cottman, 206).  The National Endowment of the Humanities has also worked towards bettering nationwide literacy. Based on the alarming Reading at Risk report, they have established the “We the People Initiative”.  Their People Book Shelf comprises of 15 well known classics based on a message of freedom. .  They encourage public schools and libraries to apply for funding.  Examples grade 7-12 books include Fahrenheit 451, Across Five Aprils, Miracle at Philadelphia, My Antonia, and Animal Farm. The Big Read project also makes the effort towards raising community involvement through a $1 million dollar grant from the Institute of Museum & Library Services.  This began in Seattle in 1998, and has spread to 20 communities.  The National Endowment of Arts will offer $20,000 to 100 cities to select a novel, and encourage everyone to read it.  Some novels are the same as those from the We the People Initiative.
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  Dana Giora, chairman of National Endowment of the Arts, is determined to promote literacy to the entire nation through a wide array of thought provoking books. We wanted books with broad appeal, from teens to senior citizens in all walks of life, not just the literari, he says, “And we wanted books set in different of the country, and that reflect a variety of experiences. (Minzeheimer, 2006).   Even though novels like the Joy Luck Club, To Kill a Mockingbird , Their Eyes are Watching God, Fahrenheit 451 are standard readings, older readers, particularly parents, can further advance teenaged involvement.  When adults are actively involved, their children will often follow suit.
Conclusion


Despite evidence to the contrary, teenagers actually read.  They also examine the messages posed from the readings like anyone else. The best way to motivate them is through a diverse reading collection. Educators need to reexamine their current beliefs and practices by providing their students greater access to enjoyable materials.  With this greater availability of resources, teenagers will be more interested in reading.  Once they read more, achievement will increase as well.  Technology, particularly Accelerated Reader, also serves as a guide through a large range of texts and from an electronic evaluation system. Community organizations can also assist in the cause.  Through a concerted effort, students will become more literate, educated, and engaged members of society.

April  This is a very good paper; for me an educational overview since adolescents is not my field (two adult daughters in their thirties).   Well written, well organized (I love section headings).  Participation 17/20  Paper 30/30  Total 96 A-





                            Motivating Adolescent Readers 15

References
Anderson, J. (2001).  A Skeptic is Sold. School Library Journal 47(1), 31.  Retrieved 
November 22, 2006 from EBSCO Host.

Hughes-Hassell, S. & Lutz, C. (2006).  What Do You Want To Tell Us About Reading?:  


A Survey of the Habits and Attitudes of Urban Middle School Students toward 


Leisure Reading.  Young Adult Library Services 4(2), 39-45. Retrieved November 


21, 2006, from EBSCO Host.

Ivey, G. (2002). Meeting, Not Ignoring, Teen Literacy Needs. Education Digest, 68(2),

23-25. Retrieved November 21, 2006, from EBSCO Host. 

Ivey, G. & Fisher, D. (2005),  Learning From What Doesn’t Work.  Educational 
Leadership 63(2),8-14
. Retrieved November 21, 2006, from EBSCO Host.

Klinka, K. (2005, November 6).  Librarians Encouraged By Reading Activity Surge. The 
Daily Oklahoman. Retrieved November 6, 2006, from Access My Library.

Mallette, M. (2004).  Reading for Pleasure Dropping Among US Adults.  Teacher 
Librarian, 32 (2), 52-56.  Retrieved November 21, 2006, from EBSCO Host.

Minzesheimer, B. (2006, May 9). Big Read expands ‘One Book One City’ program in 
earnest. USA Today. Retrieved November 21, 2006, from EBSCO Host.
Morris, V.J., Hughes-Hassell, S., Agosto, D., & Cottman, D.T. (2006). Street Lit: Flying 
 
Teen Fiction Bookshelves in Philadelphia Public Libraries.  Young Adult Library 
Services, 5(1), 16-23. Retrieved November 1, 2006, from EBSCO Host.

Moyer, M. (2006). Accelerated Reader Sparks High School Reader Excitement. 
Knowledge Quest 35 (1), 34-39.  Retrieved November 21, 2006, from EBSCO 
Host.
Reed, J.H., Schallert, D., Beth, A.D., & Woodruff, A.L. (2004).  Motivated Reader, 
Engaged Writer: The Role of Motivation in the Literate Acts of Adolescents.  In 
T.L Jetton & J.A. Dole (Eds.),  Adolescent Literacy Research & Practice (pp. 
251-282).  Spring Street, New York: Guilford.

Stein, M.L. (1997, June 7).  Seeking Young Hispanic Readers. Editor & Publisher 130 
(23).  Retrieved November 25, 2006, from EBSCO Host. 
Swenor, K. (2006).  A Teen Take on Reading. Young Adult Library Services, 4(4), 42-44.


Retrieved November 6, 2006, from EBSCO Host.








   Motivating Adolescent Readers 16
Worthy, J., Moorman, M., & Turner, M. (1999). What Johnny likes to read is hard to 
find in school.  Reading Research Quarterly, 34 (1), 12-27.  Retrieved November 
17, 2006, from JSTOR

Zirinsky, D. & Rau, S.  (2001).  Reconsidering Teenaged Readers.  In D. Zirinsky (Ed.), 



A Classroom of Teenaged Readers:  Nurturing Reading Processes in Senior High 


English (pp. 11-25).  New York:  Addison Wesley Longman.

