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SELECTION CRITERIA

The compilers have aimed to represent the range and depth of research, analysis, and practice in relation to 
the promotion of reading that constitutes the contributions from researchers and practitioners to Synergy 
and FYI across the last two decades.

As reading and engagement are clearly intertwined, the compilers chose to include personal accounts of 
reading whose insights were felt to complement research and practice.

The various contemporary and historical contexts provided both by thoughtful commentary, and the 
evidence of research, were chosen to provide valuable background to the variety of imaginative and well-
designed practices of supporting reading and readers in primary and secondary school libraries.

Articles that document the changing nature of the contexts in which school librarians work, both 
technological and societal, were seen as important inclusions.

The compilers aimed for this collection to be a celebration of the value of promoting reading in school 
libraries, and of those who have given their time, intellects, and imaginations to the task of recording their 
endeavours.
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Introduction 

Kasey Garrison

While the role of the teacher librarian evolves with changes in education, society, and technology, one 
constant focus is on the promotion of reading. It is often the initial motivator for many of us going into the 
profession, inspired by influential authors, illustrators and our experiences as students of high-quality 
teacher librarians. My own primary school teacher librarian, Mrs. Frost, used to read us enthralling stories 
with her pet goose Petunia, who in retrospect may have been a puppet, but Mrs. Frost made her and her 
stories come alive in our imaginations. She created the Reading Cloud, a sunny window nook in the library 
with comfortable cushions to lounge and relax while reading. Everyone wanted to read in that space, together 
or independently. She delivered Prime Time Reading Night one Friday each term where the whole school 
brought sleeping bags and wore pajamas to read together silently...and we did! Contrary to her name, Mrs. 
Frost built a warm and inviting reading culture schoolwide which drew me into becoming a teacher librarian 
and being a lifelong reader.
 
This compilation shares similar stories, studies, and practice of reading promotion from teacher librarians 
in schools from throughout Australia and beyond. It represents 22 years of Synergy and FYI contributions, 
48 articles published in the two journals for the School Library Association of Victoria from 1998 to 2020. 
Three sections covering Research and Reflections, Practice, and Organisations take readers on a trip down 
memory lane and ask us to consider how school libraries and reading have changed and evolved through 
these years. But you may also find yourself marveling at how many facets of our profession and building a 
reading culture within a school and library community have stayed the same.

Research and Reflections 

Themes from across this section focus on empirical studies and perspectives on issues like youth reading 
habits (or lack thereof), digital formats, variety of reading materials, and showing impact. Jacqueline Manuel 
and Don Carter share a useful historical look at how Australian teens read dating back to the 1930s and 
concluding with their research that choice and time are still key motivators. Margaret Merga identifies 
several myths about teen reading with a focus on “skill and will” while Carol Gordon calls for more attention 
to that transition from the magical world of reading in my primary school library to the “I am not a reader” 
attitude often voiced by older students. Sherman Young takes us through the history of media starting with 
the book through to mobile phone technology, only new when his article was published, but his ideas remain 
relevant, especially considering Tara Brabazon’s pleas to consider the term Now Media in lieu of New Media. 
Carol Gordon asks us to think about how transliteracy practices impact readers’ engagement and navigation 
of different information environments including the digital. Measuring, assessing and documenting reading 
programs are also key as noted by Julia Petrov as she shows the impact her program makes through pre and 
post literacy tests at the beginning and end of the school year and the positive effects summer book lending 
has on students in Canada. Susan La Marca and Leonie Rutherford both found in their studies that students 
preferred print reading over digital formats, but that variety is very important too like the non-fiction primary 
texts examined by Lyn White, the gender-neutral materials suggested by Carol Gordon, the multilingual 
resources Karys McEwen found in a visit to Singapore libraries, and the culturally diverse, intersectional 
collections advocated by Nell Day. Variety helps teacher librarians find that special book that can propel a 
non-reader into a reader, what Reina Phung calls the “pot of gold”!

Practice

It is not a surprise that this section represents over half of the compilation as SLAV is very focused on 
sharing awareness of best practices in school libraries (SLAV Mission Statement). Claire Gibson and 
Corinda Grant have some great ideas in building a schoolwide reading culture including Yard Libraries on 
the playground while Agnes Neuwenhuizen’s quick tips for easy changes in approaches from 2008 ring 
true today. Teacher librarians share action research targeting improved reading outcomes and engagement 

INTRODUCTION /GARRISON
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like Nicky Sulter’s successful project using book trailers to promote reading with boys in a South African 
prep school and the study of boys’ interest (or not) in using e-readers by Elizabeth Avery in Brisbane. This 
section boasts heartwarming stories of reaching even just one reader like Sharon Marchingo’s student 
Reza, a young refugee from Afghanistan determined to improve his reading skills to live out of his dream of 
becoming a lawyer for the Collingwood Football Club.  It also shows the antics some teacher librarians will 
go to to promote a book like Merilyn Kelly’s book talk on the Silver Brumby Series which took the Cockney 
rhyme dead horse to a new level. Many authors share successful practices for engaging boys in reading 
like Christine Wilson, a SLAV Research Fellowship recipient focused on this area, Penny Goeghegan who 
started a book club for boys and their fathers, and Camilla Elliot whose male students like many readers 
enjoy comics, graphic novels, anime and manga in whatever format they can get it. Sharon Machingo also 
started an adult community book club focusing on parents and families of students which was successful in 
bringing everyone into the library. Access is a big focus in this section as Anne Whisken asks us to consider 
how the design and arrangement of our collections promote wide reading and learning experiences and 
others share their experiences and practical steps for genrefying collections like Fiona Mulvaney who made 
it a collaborative project with students and Melanie Mengel who increased borrowing and freed up her 
own time through the process. Engaging readers happens schoolwide through programs like those shared 
from MLC Kew teacher librarians and literature festivals described by Julia Petriceiv and Bev Novak, or on a 
smaller scale like the enrichment program for CBCA judging presented by Susan La Marca and the videos 
Sue Bursztynski’s students created for Banned Books Week. Reaching the diverse needs and levels of young 
readers is a critical consideration noted by Amanda Baker and Chelsea Wright and also echoed through 
Ruth Woolven’s reminder that reading aloud is enjoyed and useful to all ages. Gabrielle Douglas and Barbara 
Roach remind us of the importance of data-driven outcomes to show impact like Tracy Ferguson did with 
documenting increased test scores after delivering her reading initiatives. Collaboration is also an important 
theme echoed through these articles, encompassing four of Ria Coffey’s top nine tips for developing 
a reading culture and shown through the modeling of reading by Alida Galati’s staff during Book Week 
Activities.

Organisations

In this section, readers will find useful ways to engage locally with Australian initiatives and on a more global 
scale within the international literature and school library communities. John Oldmeadow talks about his 
family’s legacy through the celebration of art in Australian picture books with the Dromkeen National Centre 
for Picture Book Art. Kristin Gill and Karen Williams describe the beginnings of Indigenous Literacy Day 
and the Indigenous Literacy Project which morphed into what we know today as the Indigenous Literacy 
Foundation (ILF), bringing books into remote Indigenous communities and working with local Indigenous 
children to publish their own books and stories. Author Kate Grenville shares her experiences in the early 
years of the ILF working with young Indigenous writers in Manyallaluk, a small Indigenous community 
outside of Katherine to create authentic stories about their lives and families. Jenny Peck’s description of 
Victoria’s Languages and Multicultural Education Resource Centre (LMERC) fits well with the Sims Bishop’s 
Windows and Mirrors metaphor described earlier in the book by Nell Day, helping students learning English 
as an Additional Language (EAL) while also supporting nation-wide curriculum initiatives focused on the 
histories and cultures of Aboriginal and Torres-Strait Islander peoples and Australia’s engagement with Asia, 
as well as Victorian curriculum initiatives like Cultural and Plurilingual Awareness within the EAL curriculum. 
Like the gendered literacy described in Research and Reflections by Carol Gordon, Bec Kavanaugh asks 
us to examine gender bias in literature through the Stella Prize, awarded to Australian women writers and 
the Prize’s program for schools which includes classroom resources to spark important discussions on 
gender bias. Readers experience a schoolwide reading culture in action through the bright young readers 
at Penelope Earle’s Inky Ambassador School. International initiatives with the Bookmark Exchange Project 
sponsored by the International Association of School Librarianship (IASL) during International School Library 
Month every October and IBBY Australia, Australia’s chapter of the International Board on Books for Young 
People (IBBY), give readers ways to engage with more global perspectives while sharing our Australian 
literature and unique experiences.
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Conclusions

The wealth of knowledge and practice shared by these teacher librarians and researchers gives readers 
a massive toolbox of tried and true strategies for building a library reading culture. There is a focus on 
collaboration especially with English classrooms, but also schoolwide with staff, administration and 
leadership as well as the surrounding local and global community. Motivation to read and self-efficacy in 
reading can be cultivated through access to a variety of books, in genre, format and level, self-selected by the 
reader, and time given to the practice of reading, independently and together. We want our students to feel 
intrinsically motivated to learn and the first step in that is supporting them in building the skills and love of 
reading. This disposition will lead to lifelong learning and a prosperous life outside of school into adulthood. 
Despite the challenges facing education and school libraries today in 2021, these articles offer opportunities 
for teacher librarians to become visibly indispensable in promoting reading and lifelong learning. In their 
own way, each article gives us rationale, guidance, and/or inspiration into one of the fundamental roles of a 
teacher librarian- building a library reading culture.

Dr. Kasey Garrison is a Senior Lecturer in the School of Information Studies at Charles Sturt University. 
Kasey teaches in the Master of Education-Teacher Librarianship and coordinates the Children’s Librarianship 
Specialisation for the Bachelors and Masters of Information Studies. Kasey’s research interests focus on 
social justice and diversity issues within youth literature and the availability of these titles to youth, as well as 
inquiry learning and the role of the teacher librarian.
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RESEARCH & REFLECTIONS / YOUNG

The book is dead - Long live the book

Sherman Young

Synergy, 2009

Nearly twenty years ago, Julian Barnes wrote a terrific book called A History of the World in Ten and a 
Half Chapters. Amongst other things, it included a revisionist view of Noah's Ark as told by the stowaway 
woodworm, an account of terrorists hijacking a cruise ship and a thoughtful meditation on the novelist's 
responsibility. It’s a great book. I’m not nearly as ambitious - nor as talented - as Mr Barnes, but I am cheeky 
enough to steal his conceit.
 
So I’d like to start this piece with A History of the World in four and a half slides . . . or paragraphs (with 
apologies to Julian Barnes).

A history of communication

In the beginning, there was talking. We had what many called an oral culture – one based on verbal story 
telling. Families and social groups gathered around campfires and regaled each other with stories, myths 
and legends. Information was passed on through time from storyteller to storyteller and shared by word of 
mouth. In the beginning, we talked – and it was good.
 
Then, writing was invented and with it came new ways to codify and organise societies and cultures. We 
began to form new relationships with information, creating and sharing it in ways that were previously 
impossible. Of course, not everyone was happy with the changes brought about by the invention of writing. 
Traditionalists complained and warned of its dangers – and suggested that it meant the end of many things; 
the loss of memory, and thus the passing of wisdom . . .. But the rest of us came to embrace writing and all 
of its joys and pleasures, and society moved on and learnt to live with a little forgetfulness, replaced by the 
ability to look up what we needed to know.
 
But it wasn’t until we discovered a way to easily replicate and distribute that writing – to publish – that even 
more incredible change occurred. Gutenberg’s contribution to printing and the creation of what we know as 
the book enabled the emergence of a literate – and eventually, an educated – population. Indeed, knowledge 
was disseminated more widely than at any earlier time in history, and the book, and its surrounding cultures, 
more or less created the modern world. The spread of words allowed the spread of ideas and emergence of 
what many consider civilised societies.
 
As Kevin Kelly (2008) suggested:
 

From printing came journalism, science and the mathematics of libraries and law. . . . printing instilled 
in society a reverence for precision (of black ink on white paper), an appreciation for linear logic (in a 
sentence), a passion for objectivity (of printed fact) and an allegiance to authority (via authors), whose 
truth was as fixed and final as a book. In the West, we became people of the book.

 
Of course, not everyone was happy with the changes brought about by the invention of the book. 
Traditionalists complained and warned of its dangers – and suggested that it meant the end of many things; 
the loss of authority, the rise of anarchy, the end of an unquestioned wisdom . . .
 
But the rest of us came to embrace books and all of their joys and pleasures, and a more democratic 
society moved on and learnt to live with the joys of reading. However, all empires fade and the age of print 
was replaced by the broadcast era. The last half of the twentieth century saw the dominance of the book 
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displaced by electronic media forms such as radio and television. In this world, people stopped reading books 
and began listening to boxes in the living room, then watching them, entranced by the moving image. In the 
West, and elsewhere, we became people of the screen.
 
Of course, not everyone was happy with the changes brought by the invention of radio and television. 
Traditionalists complained and warned of its dangers – the end of thinking; the emergence of a zombie 
population mesmerised by a flickering screen, hypnotised by moving images. But the rest of us came to 
embrace the electronic media form and all of its joys and pleasures, and society moved on and learnt to live 
with a little excitement on a Sunday evening :-)
 
What’s more, some of us began to understand that we could engage critically – even with the broadcast 
media – and were not mere putty in the hands of media moguls of mass destruction. We were able to discern 
the good from the bad and could watch a Bruce Willis movie without being hypnotised into becoming Bruce 
Willis. In short, as the broadcast age grew more mature, we realised that we had become adult media users, 
savvy enough to figure out the good bits from the bad;
 
This was why so many celebrated the emergence of the Internet Age – which seemed to represent a 
maturing mediascape. One in which the primitive electronic technologies of the twentieth century were 
displaced by more sophisticated and sensible mechanisms. No longer was the screen just a place for 
transient moving images – it became a place where new connections are formed, new media possibilities 
enabled and citizens empowered in ways that still cause breathless utopian utterings. Many of us came 
to celebrate the computer and its personal computer descendants as well as online services and their 
subsumation into that thing we call the internet in all its hyper-connected multimedia glory.
 
Once we turned to each other in a circle around the campfire, then to pen on paper, and then to the book, and 
then to radio and television. Where once we turned to a plethora of different objects, more and more we turn 
online to a single place which encompasses all our knowledge. 

Not only did the written word regain its place, but the technologies of production and distribution became 
cheap. The world became awash with words and images, sound and motion. In the West, we are still people 
of the screen, but the screen has been re-imagined. Indeed, some suggest that the new media forms 
encompassed the best of oral cultures, the best of print cultures, the best of electronic media cultures. 
Whereas 20th century media were expensive and complicated, the online world requires nothing more than a 
keyboard and a connection; whereas the whole business of radio and television demanded billions of dollars 
and political connections, the online world requires nothing more than desire.
 
Of course, not everyone was happy with the changes brought about by the invention of the internet. 
Traditionalists complained and warned of its dangers and suggested that it meant the end of many things; 
the loss of authority, the rise of anarchy, the end of an unquestioned wisdom . . .. But the rest of us came to 
embrace the internet and all of its joys and pleasures, and society moved on and learnt to live with a little 
active citizenship...

Which is where we are today. Once we turned to each other in a circle around the campfire, then to pen on 
paper, and then to the book, and then to radio and television. Where once we turned to a plethora of different 
objects, more and more we turn online to a single place which encompasses all our knowledge.
 
But this is the half-slide or half of the picture. And this is because the internet age has only just been born. 
We are still building it – arguing about what it should be, how it should work, what it should do and who should 
control it. And uniquely in the history of information technologies, the internet provides a platform that 
actually allows its users to engage in its ongoing creation, its development and shaping. We are in the middle 
of the half slide and we are the people who can complete it.

The online world

Those of us who are old enough might remember the early days of the pre-world-wide-web internet – a 
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time of usenet, ftp and gopher. At the same time that universities (and libraries) were discovering the joys 
of networked computing, the business world was trying to create parallel online services for consumers. 
Companies such as Prodigy, the Source, Compuserve, AOL and gEnie all provided online information services 
for a set fee. For the most part, they were closed, or walled gardens where the attraction was not connection, 
but content. For example, Compuserve users were able to access particular encyclopedia, travel services, 
e-mail and stock market reports. At one point, everyone wanted to be an online service. Apple Computer 
launched eWorld in June 1994, about the same time that Microsoft launched the Microsoft Network. In 1995, 
in this country, Telstra proudly announced a joint venture with Microsoft called onAustralia. But it was short-
lived. The late 1990s saw a collapse in the market for proprietary online services. In short order, most of them 
closed down.
 
A key factor in the demise of proprietary online services was the opening up of the Internet to commercial 
traffic. The 1991 lifting of restrictions on commercial data traffic confirmed the new role for the network. 
Another key driver was the ease of use introduced with the first graphically based browsers on the World 
Wide Web. All of a sudden, accessing the brave new world of information services became as easy as point 
and click. As it gained in popularity, with commercial Internet service providers connecting people to the net 
without enhancing (or inhibiting) their users’ access to content, the Net ceased to merely be a messy, chaotic, 
free alternative to the commercial service providers, instead playing an additional role as the meta-network 
which incorporated all of the other networks – albeit some which still had walled gardens of content to which 
only its subscribers or members had access.
 
Many of us now inhabit a web culture, predicated on a sense of 24/7 anytime, anyplace connectivity, which 
we have embraced and accepted as second nature.

As the internet exploded, those online services essentially died. Users had spoken, and chosen open 
against closed, unlimited content over perceived quality and ubiquitous connectivity over tightly-controlled 
communications. This was web 1.0 and a new media technology which placed new media tools in the hands 
of users. Those tools created a very real tension between the control that media industries traditionally 
exercised and the very real desires that media users now have. It’s not an overstatement to suggest that 
there was a cultural shift and a dramatic change in user expectations. Since web 1.0, we now expect our 
information to be available anytime, anyplace and for little cost. Arguably this was, and continues to be, the 
culture that drives much of what happens online. Many of us now inhabit a web culture, predicated on a sense 
of 24/7 anytime, anyplace connectivity, which we have embraced and accepted as second nature.

Web 2.0

Which brings us to web 2.0. Without getting into definitional arguments, a big part of the web 2.0 is a 
redefinition of the user as content creator – through websites such as flickr, blogger, youtube and facebook. 
Axel Bruns calls this produsage, and it draws on a culture of creativity predicated on mashups and remixes – 
the notion that everything is built on the shoulders of others, which Henry Jenkins calls convergence culture. 
If the web 2.0 meme can be simply summarised, it might be seen in the title of ‘We are the Web’, Kevin Kelly’s 
2005 article in Wired magazine. In it, Kelly identifies a key theme in the web 2.0 discussion – the idea that 
“the producers are the audience, the act of making is the act of watching, and every link is both a point of 
departure and destination”.
 
Interestingly, such thinking is reminiscent of discussions around interactivity which dominated the early 
days of the new media. A useful approach is John Hartley’s thinking about interactivity: “This term”, he 
says, “describes what in an older technology is called ‘writing’”. Hartley argues that the definition of literacy 
has gradually expanded to include writing as well as reading, but that in public, mediated communication, 
hardly anyone gets to write – something that is now changing: “This is where journalists have had the upper 
hand for so long: they can ‘write’ in public. But now, worryingly for them, anyone can join them; readers are 
transforming into writers in the interactive media”.
 
Of course, it’s not just writing in the textual sense. The web is multimedia; the days of text dominance are 
long gone, the popularity of flickr, youtube, vimeo and others is testimony to a new media literacy. Indeed, 
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there is the suggestion that some kids use youtube (Helft) rather than google as their primary search engine. 
It may seem counterintuitive to those of us steeped in the idea of words, but for many, it makes sense. Others 
have even suggested that there is a paradigm shift occurring in which a new screen fluency – the ability to 
parse and manipulate moving images – is becoming common and as important as the ability to parse and 
manipulate words (Kelly, 2008).

Our information future

All of this points clearly to an information future that exists entirely online, on the interconnected 
computer network that we call the internet. Our information will be drawn from online sources, which will 
be a development of everything we have seen to date – one which, by allowing invisible and ubiquitous 
connectivity, becomes second nature. Donald Norman wrote The Invisible Computer a while ago and while 
he was speaking of specific issues of interface, usability and technology adoption, the term makes an awful 
lot of sense. Soon, people will stop talking about using a computer, or logging onto the internet, or going 
online. Soon the device will be invisible, second nature, so that we focus on the content not the thing. There 
are already invisible computers in the sense that we don’t think of them as computers. The television is one 
obvious example, but there are others such as the mobile phone; devices that contain immense computer 
power that we just use and that are invisible in that usage.
 
We won’t go online; we will always be online. There’ll be no interruption to service, no dial-in and sign-up and 
log-in – just always on, 24/7 connectivity to the cloud.

Hand in hand with invisibility is ubiquity. Soon, everybody will have access. Everybody. In some places, this 
happens already with computers, but other devices are starting to emerge. The first port of call when a 
question beckons is Google, and this trend will only become more prevalent. Because we’ll be constantly 
connected. We won’t go online; we will always be online. There’ll be no interruption to service, no dial-in and 
sign-up and log-in – just always on, 24/7 connectivity to the cloud.
 
Of course, none of this is new or startling – it’s just an extrapolation of things that are already happening. It’s 
totally apparent that the world of information is already online; that people already think and do the things I’m 
suggesting and the answers to all the tough questions are searched for in the virtual realm and nowhere else.

The book

So, as an academic with an interest in the death of the book, what, then, of books in this brave new world? 
I think that the key problem is that book culture is confused with print culture; booklovers – authors, 
publishers, readers – get worked up about the printed object and attribute all kinds of mystical qualities to 
some dead tree pulp bound together with glue. Some of this love is romanticised nonsense, some of it is a 
battle for industrial survival – the desire to keep doing things the way things have always been done – and 
some of it is a misguided notion that because existing technology is not good enough to replace print on 
paper, then it never will be. As Jeff Jarvis said, “in the online information world, print is where books go to die”. 
While we keep confusing books with printed objects, then books will remain less than relevant in the post-
web 2.0 worlds.
 
Of course, books have been shifting to the electronic domain for many years. The use of interactive 
multimedia is common for reference and educational texts delivered via the web or CD-ROM. The ability to 
embed electronic exercises, audio, video and directed learning creates an entirely new genre of book which 
transcends and expands what books have traditionally been. But beyond these experiments, long-form texts 
have been slow in shifting to the electronic realm; the history of e-books is a frustrating one with a decade 
of false starts. Arguably, we are now at a potential tipping for the e-book. After many years of trying, there 
seems to be momentum in that space, and both industry and users are beginning to accept its possibilities. 
In the US, Amazon’s Kindle has captured the public’s imagination, if not yet its dollars, and the idea of reading 
books on an electronic screen is no longer the domain of strange geeks. And Apple’s iphone has driven a 
significant demand for casual electronic reading, with millions of e-books being downloaded from its App 
Store. Here in Australia, the consumer e-book market is languishing, but other sectors appear strong. For 
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example, the academic realm appears to be flourishing. At Macquarie University (my institution), there has 
been a dramatic increase in the number of electronic books purchased by the library - from 895 e-books 
in 2005 to 68,000 in 2007. During the same period, the number of printed books purchased remained 
relatively stable, with about 16,000 bought annually.
 
It’s clear that in education, the centre of the knowledge universe is shifting from page to screen. Tim Barton 
writes of a Columbia University Classics class in which 70 percent of undergraduates cited a book published 
in 1900 even though that book was not on any reading list. Those students had not suddenly scoured 
second-hand bookshops for long out-of-print titles or discovered dusty treasures in their grandparent’s 
attics. The reason that so many had discovered a book more than a century old in preference to newer titles 
was that the full text of that work was available online on Google Book Search. Despite this, the range of titles 
available online is still very limited. As Barton suggests: “In a world in which students consult not shelves but 
keyboards, too many of those [books] remain out of sight, exiled to those shelves, where, every year, there is 
a virtual conflagration not unlike the fire at the ancient library at Alexandria, as last copies of precious books 
crumble slowly to dust, or are damaged, stolen, or lost”.
 
But e-books aren’t just about reading. Even as the range of e-book offerings expands, some are taking 
advantage of web 2.0 technologies to reinvent how books can be created and published electronically. 
For example, Gamer Theory is a hypertext by McKenzie Wark that consists of a series of linked chunks 
of text on a website. Promoted as a networked book, it was open for comments as Wark wrote the book, 
developing his themes by drawing on the contributions. Finally, it was published as a print on paper book 
by Harvard University Press. Another example is Yale University Press and its experiments with mounting 
books on a wiki platform, which presents a new free collection of scholarly books published by the Press to 
which anyone can contribute through comments, summaries and links. The site also makes available a free, 
downloadable PDF version of each book. Yale also has its Books Unbound project which attempts to make 
the collaborative experience more accessible. The site posts books in their entirety and allows comments 
from readers on individual paragraphs and chapters.
 
These innovations challenge the definition of a book, and what makes it different from (say) an interactive 
website, or a wiki. Traditionalists will argue for the defining material nature of the printed object, and it’s 
undeniable that the process of print provides particular constraints that make definitions easier. But it’s 
possible to identify characteristics of content that are unrelated to form. Arguably, a book is not a thing; a 
book is a process. What distinguishes a book is not its physicality, but the premium of time that it demands 
of both its authors and its readers. Notwithstanding the need to have a decent idea and something worth 
saying, writing a book is a time-consuming process. It takes a long time to commit to the 40 or 50 thousand 
words that even a relatively short book requires. The time required to write a book affords authors the 
opportunity to dig a little deeper, so books are not compelled to react to current events with the same sort of 
urgency required of other media forms, allowing a more reflective and thorough approach.
 
Books are incomplete; words create a space that has to be negotiated by a reader in order to be meaningful – 
the interactivity happens inside the reader’s head . . .

While other media forms demand huge investments of time, there is a difference. Feature films, music 
albums and videogames all involve casts of thousands, budgets of hundreds of millions and years to produce, 
but most of the time devoted to making a film or a computer game is spent constructing a reality from the 
director’s imagination. Time is required to figure out how to make the content visible. In a book, that work is 
delegated to the reader. Once a book is written, it’s the reader’s turn. Books are incomplete; words create a 
space that has to be negotiated by a reader in order to be meaningful – the interactivity happens inside the 
reader’s head – so books demand more commitment from readers.
 
Ultimately, books are about slowing things down and forcing readers to slow down with them. If the rest of 
the text-based media – from websites through blogs, twitter and facebook – is ‘people talking’ (EFF, 1996)
or the 21st century expression of an ongoing human conversation, then in the online realm books represent 
people thinking before talking. The value of such a book culture goes without saying in a world as fast paced 
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as ours likes to think it is.
 
I think that the challenge for those of us who love books is to integrate that book experience into the 
online one and to ensure that books and book culture remain a cornerstone of the new information age. 
By all means have screen literacies – the new multimedia possibilities offer incredible opportunities for 
entertainment and pedagogy; but we need to ensure that text literacies remain and that we still understand 
the importance and power of the written word. We need book literacies and the knowledge that books do 
things that other forms cannot; that even in the 21st century, there is the need to slow things down and add 
time to the equation. We need to find ways to support authors and publishers who may be struggling to work 
out new business models; we need to have conversations about territories and copyright and create the 
conditions whereby the new modes of publication and distribution result in more books, and better books – 
not fewer books and worse ones.
 
But allowing books to be defined by their printed form is a death sentence. As the world’s knowledge moves 
to an online electronic environment, confining the work that books do to ink on paper means that we will 
all lose something significant. Books need to be a part of the online environment, not sequestered away 
as relics on dusty bookshelves. And in this post web 2.0 environment, where the tools and content of the 
information universe are increasingly built by its users, it is down to us – teachers, librarians, authors, readers, 
yes, even academics – to build ways for books to retain their rightful place in the world’s information systems.
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 Give them books . . . given them wings. 
(In memory of Maurice Saxby, 1924–2014)

A recent piece in the Australian Financial Review (2014) reported that national book industry sales figures 
were being “propped up” by “young adult fiction – and its teen fans”: “young adult fiction sales are up 26% 
this financial year, while adult fiction has declined by 11%” (p. 3). Book industry sales point to a flourishing 
young adult fiction market, depicting various trends in intentional reading preferences. From these statistics, 
however, it cannot be assumed that purchase patterns in any category of books are directly indicative of 
young people’s actual reading lives, within and beyond the parameters of formal school-based education.

To more fully comprehend the lived experiences that lie beneath these sales statistics, it is necessary 
to consider the range of empirical and other research in the field, together with results of assessment 
programs, such as for example, the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). Such research 
sheds light on: young people’s motivations to read; the frequency of their reading in general and their reading 
for pleasure; the types of reading they choose to engage or not engage with; the satisfactions and benefits 
they derive from reading; and the correlations between reading habits, literacy development and student 
performance in reading and other literacy assessments. A deeper understanding of teenagers’ reading 
lives may better equip educators and others to consciously nurture young people’s “intrinsic purposeful 
engagement” with reading to “feed their imaginations so they can create the world of the future” (Moore, 
Bean, Birdyshaw & Rycik, 1999, p. 3).
 
With this in mind, and against the backdrop of national curriculum reform agendas and mounting pressures 
on teachers to ‘teach to the test’ (Gallagher, 2009), this paper reports on aspects of the findings of an 
Australian study of the reading habits of more than 2000 young people, aged 12 to 16 years.1 The research 
study sought to further explore the fabric of young people’s personal, socially-situated and school-based 
reading lives. It was informed by a number of research questions addressing the ‘what, when, where, how 
and why’ of teenagers’ reading. What are teenagers choosing to read and for what purposes? What are 
their attitudes towards reading? When are they reading and how are they reading? How do they spend their 
leisure time and where does reading for pleasure fit (if at all) within and beyond the classroom? What are the 
continuities and disjunctions between school and beyond-school reading? And what are the implications of 
these findings for classroom teaching and learning? 

Background to the Study: Research on Young People’s Reading Practices and 
Preferences

We know that reading as a communicative act requires the capacity to decode, interpret, respond to, and 
derive meaning from a myriad of print, visual, oral, nonverbal multi-modal texts. We also know that success 
in schooling is heavily dependent on a student’s facility with and command of language across the spectrum 
of modes, although the modes of reading and writing continue to hold pre-eminent status in the curriculum 
and in assessment regimes in many subjects (Department of Education, 2012). It is equally evident that each 
experience of reading and the motivations that fuel our engagement with language can be as multitudinous 
and idiosyncratic as readers themselves – a factor recognised by Rosenblatt (1938) when she argued that 
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“there is no such thing as a generic reader or a generic literary work; there are in reality only the potential 
millions . . . the novel or poem or play exists . . . only in interactions with specific minds” (p. 32).

Like other age groups, we know that adolescents read for a wide variety of purposes with personal ‘tastes’ in 
reading often well-established by the time they reach secondary school (cf. Clark, Woodley & Lewis, 2011). 
They may, for instance, read for pleasure, escape, relaxation, connection, discovery, affirmation, comfort, 
information, to complete required school-based (and workplace, personal and domestic tasks), and to 
access, participate in – and ideally contribute to, critique and shape – educational and cultural ‘primary and 
secondary’ discourses.2 (Gee, 1996, p. 127)
 
The Impact of High-Stakes Testing

The challenges of balancing and catering to the needs, interests, capacities and diversity of students’ 
‘specific minds’ are augmented when we consider that despite decades of English curriculum reform, along 
with a substantial corpus of research providing consistent evidence of effective approaches to developing 
students’ reading accomplishment and enjoyment, there remains “the enduring imperative for schools . . . to 
ensure that their pupils perform well in national tests” (House of Commons Children, Schools and Families 
Committee (CSFC), 2008, p. 95). The consequences of such testing regimes are increasingly stark: “teaching 
to the test, to an extent which narrows the curriculum and puts sustained learning at risk, is widespread . 
. . test results are pursued at the expense of a rounded education for children” (House of Commons CSFC 
2008, pp. 94-95). Gallagher and others have argued that ‘teaching to the test’ constrains students’ proclivity 
for reading and diminishes opportunities to experience reading as a meaningful, enjoyable, ‘normalised’, 
socially productive and personally rewarding endeavour (cf. Gallagher, 2009; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). 

The Value of Reading and the Benefits of Reading for Pleasure

From recent international research there is accumulating evidence of the salient correlation between reading 
for pleasure and a wide range of educational, social and personal benefits (cf. Department of Education, 
2012; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2011). For example, “reading 
enjoyment has been reported as more important for children’s educational success than their family’s socio-
economic status” (Department of Education, 2012, p. 3). A recent study concluded that “reading for pleasure 
was found to be more important for children’s cognitive development between ages 10 and 16 than their 
parents’ level of education” (London Institute of Education, 2013, p. 1).  

Young people who “read for pleasure are likely to do significantly better at school than their peers” (p. 1), 
developing more accomplished skills in reading and writing, increased self-confidence, general knowledge, 
vocabulary, and cultural understandings (Department of Education, 2012, p. 9). According to the OECD (2011) 
report on PISA outcomes, “reading for enjoyment is associated with reading proficiency . . . On average, 
students who read daily for enjoyment score the equivalent of one-and-a-half years of schooling better than 
those who do not” (Emphasis added, p. 2). Similarly, the report on Australian students’ performance in the 
2012 PISA reading literacy assessment further reinforces the nexus between students’ proclivity for and 
frequency of reading or pleasure in school and outside of school and their scores on reading and literacy 
tests (cf. ACER, 2010). 
 
On this theme, the report by the Centre for Youth Literature (CYL, 2009) presents a rich amalgam of 
qualitative and quantitative research findings affirming that reading for pleasure matters because: it 
supports broader literacy development and learning; enables young people to develop their own, better-
informed perspective on life; is a safe, inexpensive, pleasurable way to spend time; allows young readers to 
understand and empathise with the lives of those in different situations, times and cultures; and improves 
educational outcomes and employment prospects (p. 11). Importantly, key findings of this study of Australian 
students’ attitudes to reading chime with those of earlier Australian and British studies (cf. Bunbury et al., 
1995; Hall & Coles 1999; Thomson, 1987).
 
Similarly worth noting are the identified barriers to young people’s reading for pleasure which include: a 
crowded school curriculum; young people’s busy lives beyond school, including screen time, sports, leisure 
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activities, music and work commitments; a lack of focus on reading for pleasure in secondary school; and the 
increased demands of academic tasks as students move into the senior years (p. 5). The report recognises 
that these barriers do “not affect keen readers, who will always make the time for books, but [they do] deter 
reluctant or uncommitted readers” (p. 5). These findings underscore the need to reconstitute our English 
classrooms as one of the few remaining spaces in the contemporary world where all students – particularly 
those who read little, if anything, for pleasure – can and should be ‘turned on’ to the value of reading as a 
fundamental entitlement. 

Historical Studies of Australian Young People’s Reading 1932–1980

While drawing on the findings of international studies (cf. Clark, 2012; Clarke & Osborne, 2011; Clark & 
Rumbold, 2006; Department of Education, 2012; Hall & Coles, 1999; Sullivan & Brown, 2013) the present 
study builds on a range of Australian studies that have sought to map the contours of adolescents’ reading 
practices and preferences. As early as 1932, for example, Browne examined the reading habits of 4,400 
students aged 11 to 15 years in Victoria, reporting that a majority of adolescents spent part of their leisure 
time reading fiction, and most enjoyed reading “penny weeklies, sensational detective stories, and narratives 
about the Kelly gang” (Browne, 1932, p. 9 in Broughton, 2009). In 1943, Coates’ research with 12 to 15 year 
olds concluded that reading prose fiction “was a favourite leisure activity for boys and girls aged between 12 
and 15 years in both city and country, with girls slightly keener on reading than boys” (Coates, 1943, pp. 9–10 
in Broughton, 2009).
 
In the 1950s, Robbins’ (1952) research with Sydney teenagers noted the average number of fiction books 
read per month was 2.3 for 13 year olds, 1.6 for 14 year olds and 2.0 for 15 year olds (Robbins, 1952, p. 10 
in Broughton, 2009). Tolley’s 1977 study with 2,825 students in Victoria, identified reading as a preferred 
leisure activity although it ranked below watching television, looking after pets or animals, and sport (Tolley, 
1977, p. 12 in Broughton, 2009). 
 
At the same time, Watson’s (1978) survey of 1,401 students across Years 7 to 12 in New South Wales found 
a steady decline (cf. Baker, 2002; Beers, 1998; Bintz, 1993) in the number of books read over one month 
from 3.8 in Year 7 to 1.6 in Year 12. However, Watson noted that where English teachers implemented wide 
reading programs in their classrooms, the number of books read averaged four per month from Years 7 to 9. 
Other Australian and international research consistently highlights the extent to which reading for pleasure 
diminishes for many adolescents as they progress through high school and the demands of academic 
reading and reading for assessment purposes increases. From the research literature, this trend is especially 
evident for adolescent boys (cf. Austin & Lovell, 1977; Benton, 1995; Broughton & Manuel, 2007; Clark & 
Douglas, 2011; Hall & Coles, 1999; Manuel & Robinson, 2002; Martino, 2001).
 
Subsequent Australian research began to identify the percentages of adolescents who did no reading for 
pleasure at all. Bayly’s (1979 in Broughton, 2009) study of 180 Year 7-11 Melbourne students’ reading found 
an average of 25 per cent did not read any imaginative literature. It is interesting to note that it was during the 
late 1970s that Young Adult literature (YAL) began to emerge as a distinct, marketable category of fiction. 
Lees’ (1980) study of the reading habits of 500 students from a variety of Melbourne secondary schools 
found that in schools where reading was not actively promoted as a source of pleasure and enjoyment, 
students tended to read less for leisure (Lees, 1980, p. 13, in Broughton, 2009). 

Understanding Teenagers’ Reading

In the 1980s, Thomson’s (1987) germinal research, reported in his book Understanding Teenagers’ Reading, 
investigated the reading choices and practices of 1007 adolescents in Year 8 and 10, together with their 
television and video viewing habits. He found that “teenagers spend a lot of time watching television and 
video, and very little time reading”. Thomson (1987) argued, on the basis of his research findings, that: 
(b)etween what we claim to be teaching in literature and what most of our students are actually experiencing 
and learning there lies a gigantic chasm:
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1. We claim we are trying to develop a love of reading but our practices prohibit pleasure. Most 
students can read, but very few choose to do so for enjoyment.

2. We claim we are extending students’ understanding of life and enhancing their personal 
development, but we often choose books that don’t speak to our students about the issues that 
concern them . . .

3. We claim we are ‘fostering enjoyment and the encouragement of reading interests, insight into 
human nature and the relationship of language and literature to it’ . . . but we set examinations that 
test knowledge about literary methods rather than the quality of the literary experience . . . (pp. 
12–13).

These conclusions find resonance in subsequent studies in the field, including the present study. Thomson’s 
Australian-based research in 1987 coincided with heightened attention to reader-response literary theories 
and their application in classroom practice (cf. Rosenblatt, 1938; Iser, 1978, 1980; Holland, 1968; Fish, 1980). 
While reader-response theories have certainly influenced the nature of the ‘pre-active’ English curriculum 
(Goodson, 1992), the findings of Thomson’s and later research point to the persistence of New Criticism 
pedagogical approaches, particularly at senior secondary level (cf. Patterson, 2008; Rosser, 2000) where 
high-stakes examinations tend to “test knowledge about literary methods rather than the quality of the 
literary experience” (Thomson, 1987, p. 13). 

The Children’s Choice Project

It was during the period of the emergence of new digital technologies that Bunbury et al. (1995) undertook 
and reported on a large-scale study of the reading and leisure activities of 11,461 Australian students from 
Years 5, 7, 9 and 11. The findings of the Children’s Choice project revealed that young people in the 1990s 
engaged in a wide variety of leisure activities, with television continuing to play a significant role (relative to 
reading) in their daily lives (Bunbury et al., 1995, p. 129). Bunbury et al. gathered data about young people’s 
motivations to read, the appreciation of reading as a source of insight into the self and others, and attitudes 
to reading as a vehicle for achieving success at school and in the workplace.
 
The Children’s Choice project found that:

• more girls than boys in Years 9-11 regard reading fiction for leisure as a rewarding experience;

• the majority of students in Years 7-11 were reading one to two books per month for leisure and/or 
school tasks; and

• girls in Year 7 placed higher value on reading for pleasure, enjoyment and insight than did boys 
in Year 7; while boys placed higher value on reading for achieving success at school and in the 
workplace than did girls at this stage (Bunbury et al., 1995, pp. 86, 121).

The findings reported by Bunbury et al. are consonant with those from British studies undertaken in the 
1990s (cf. Hall & Coles, 1999) as well as later data about adolescents’ leisure activities collected by the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2006, p. 8). 

Reading and New Technology

In light of the increased uptake of digital technologies, Nieuwenhuizen’s research (Woolcott Research Pty 
Ltd, 2001) sought to gather data on the motivations, reading behaviours and habits of young people relative 
to their use of technology. 
 
The findings of the study with 801 students, aged 10 to 18 years, correlate with studies completed in the 
1990s, and earlier: that is, adolescents identified reading for pleasure as an activity they ‘really liked’ (30 per 
cent), with this activity ranked fifth after ‘hanging out with friends’ (87 per cent), playing sport (68 per cent), 
watching television (38 per cent) and using the computer (31 per cent) (Woolcott Research Pty Ltd, 2001, p. 
18).
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The report, now more than a decade old, also exposes the dramatic drop-off in reading for pleasure as a 
‘really liked’ activity between primary and early secondary school students (45 per cent to 24 per cent, 
respectively). No other preferred leisure activities registered such a significant decline in the transition from 
primary to secondary school (Woolcott Research Pty Ltd, 2001, p. 19).
 
Other studies that explore the impact of new technologies on young people’s reading have emerged in 
international research (cf. Clark, 2012). However, a recent review of the research literature in an Australian 
context noted that: “no Australian research could be located comparing Australian children’s leisure reading 
across different formats or media” (Dickenson, 2014, p. 12).

While some Australian studies have examined the influence of technology on teaching, learning and new 
literacies in the classroom (cf. Rennie & Patterson, 2010), there is a need to gather further data on the role 
of technology in the academic and leisure reading habits, attitudes and preferences of young people in a 
contemporary Australian context.

The Present Study

The present study utilised an online survey instrument that was completed by 2117 Australian students, 
aged between 12 and 16 years. The sample included 1105 females and 1012 males from a range of 
geographical and socio-economic backgrounds, based on Australian Bureau of Statistics (2008) postcode 
data. Participation in the study was voluntary. Through the state and territory English teaching professional 
associations, English teachers were provided with information about the study and links to the project 
website. They could choose to pass on this information, including online participant consent protocols, 
to secondary school students. Access to and completion of the online survey was at the discretion of the 
individual student and was anonymous.
 
The data was gathered over a period of five years between 2006 and 2010. The online survey required 
participants to respond to a series of multiple choice questions, each with an open field, along with short 
answer items, seeking responses to questions about: their reading practices and preferences; time spent 
reading relative to other activities; reasons for their ‘best’ and ‘worst’ reading experiences; ‘favourite’ 
and ‘worst’ books; attitudes to types of reading in English classes; preferred and least-preferred types of 
reading and genres of text; their self-image as readers; and self identified strategies for improving reading 
achievement.

Discussion of Results

The following discussion concentrates on selected relevant findings of the study and explores the results 
for the combined cohort. These findings are then considered in terms of the implications for teaching and 
learning in secondary English classrooms.
 
Student Responses to Survey Questions

Time spent reading self-selected materials, including online materials, on a typical day
The survey asked students to indicate the amount of time they spent on a typical day reading self-selected 
material, watching television and using the computer. Only 10 per cent of respondents spent no time at all 
on a typical day reading self-selected material, while around half of all respondents reported spending up to 
one hour on a typical day reading self-selected material not associated with school reading. This percentage 
mirrors that from the most recent Australian PISA data on young people’s leisure reading habits (Thomson, 
2012). Almost 30 per cent of respondents in the present study spent two or more hours on a typical day 
reading self-selected material. More girls than boys indicated that they read self-selected material for three 
of more hours on a typical day, which again, accords with the findings of other research about the differences 
between girls’ and boys’ leisure reading (ABS, 2012). 
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Time spent watching television on a typical day
In response to the question about television viewing habits, 85 per cent of the sample reported spending 
up to one hour each day watching television, with more than one quarter of these respondents spending 
more than three hours on a typical day watching television. More than 50 per cent of the sample watched 
two or more hours of television on a typical day, correlating with previous studies of Australian and British 
adolescents’ television viewing habits (cf. Hopper, 2005; Thomson 1987; Whitehead, Capey & Maddern, 
1977). It is important to note that the results from the present study suggest that there has been no 
significant reported change (including increase) in television viewing habits since the surveys conducted in 
the 1970s in Australia (cf. Tindall, Reid & Goodwin, 1977). 
 
Time spent using the computer
Almost half of all respondents reported spending two or more hours on a typical day using the computer. 

This finding represents a marked increase in computer usage in this age group compared to earlier studies 
reported in the research literature a decade ago (cf. Manuel & Robinson 2002). The present study did not 
collect data on students’ use of other digital devices (such as, for example, Kindles and smart phones); with 
the proliferation of these technologies, there is a clear need to account for their use and the implications of 
this for teaching and student learning, through further studies of young people’s digital reading behaviours 
and choices. 
 
Preferred and least preferred leisure activities
Students were asked about their preferred use of their leisure time and were invited to indicate, on a scale of 
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one to five, their most preferred and least preferred 
activity, selecting from a broad range of options. 
The results are presented in Table 1 below.

The results show that reading books ranked as a 
preferred leisure activity for around one-fifth of 
respondents, while 32 per cent would prefer not 
to or never read in their spare time. Computer 
(and internet) usage figured as a preferred leisure 
activity for 61 per cent of the sample. Reading 
magazines (print-based) was preferred by 22.5 per 
cent of students, compared with only 3.5 per cent 
who preferred to read print-based newspapers.

Fiction preferences and antipathies

This series of questions sought from students 
information about: whether or not they had a 
‘favourite’ and/or ‘worst’ book; how they came 
to read this book; how many times they had read 
their favourite book and why; what broad generic 
category it fell into; and the reasons why it was 
considered as their best or worst experience of 
fiction.

Favourite and worst books read (fiction, non-
fiction)
83.5 per cent of the sample (91 per cent of females 
and 76 per cent of males) could name a favourite 
book. Conversely, 87.5 per cent of the sample 
(84 per cent of females and 91 per cent of males) 
indicated that they could name the ‘worst’ book 
they had ever read (or attempted to read) and 
provided a range of responses to the questions 
about how they came to read this book and why 
they considered it to be their ‘worst’ experience of fiction.  

The responses to this question illustrate the great variety and diversity in students’ reading tastes. There 
emerged from these responses a handful of very popular ‘favourite’ books. With the exception of Tolkien’s 
Lord of the Rings, the favourites nominated here are all located within the category of Young Adult Literature. 
Many of these titles will be familiar to English teachers and may have indeed become staples of the junior 
secondary English reading program. The titles encompass the concerns and characteristic of YAL: the 
protagonist/s is typically an adolescent; the narrator and viewpoint is that of a young adult, rendered through 
the first person or third person narrative; the story generally revolves around young adult/s dealing with 
conflict – with peers, adults and the ‘self’, or a combination of these; and an exploration of darker, gritty 
themes, ‘coming-of-age’ issues and violence. The titles represent the key adolescent tropes of facing and 
overcoming adversity, triumphs of the human spirit, and an emphasis on interiority:

[t]itles such as Victor Kelleher’s Taronga, John Marsden’s Tomorrow When the War Began series, Back 
on Track: Diary of a Street Kid by Margaret Clark and Isobelle Carmody’s The Gathering thrust young 
characters into sinister and confrontational situations and infuse settings with dark thematic concerns 
such as incest, drug abuse, paranormal powers, invasion and war, and suicide (Carter, 2012, p. 132).

Introspection and the quest for self-realisation characterise these types of YA fiction. Dystopian texts 
populate the favourite books lists, as do comic and light-hearted situational stories such as those by Jennings 

* Students were able to indicate more than one preference
in each category. Results in each category do not total 100

per cent, since the table presents responses to ‘most’ (5) and
‘least’ (1) preferred leisure activity, and does not include

responses that fell within the 2–4 range. 
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and Snicket.  

Of particular significance is the number of favourite books that form part of a series.
 
The source of students’ ‘favourite’ book
The research study sought to gather insights into 
the ways in which students came to read what they 
considered to be their favourite book. The range of 
responses is presented in Table 3 below.
 
More than a third of boys identified the source of 
their favourite book as family, friends or a movie. 
Only 12 per cent of boys said that their favourite 
book had been recommended by an English 
teacher or figured as compulsory school reading. 
Girls’ responses showed that in more than half of 
all cases, a favourite book was recommended to 
them by family, friends, television advertising and 
movies. Slightly more girls (18.5 per cent) than 
boys (12 per cent) said that their favourite book 
had been discovered through a teacher or through 
compulsory school reading.
 
For both male and female participants in this 
study, the required reading in English yielded less 
than one fifth of all favourite book experiences 
compared to the book choices influenced by 
friends, family and other sources. 

How many times a favourite book was read
Table 4 provides a breakdown of students’ responses to the question about how many times they had read 
their ‘favourite’ book.
 
42 per cent of boys had read their favourite book more than once, with 18 per cent having read their favourite 
book three or more times. For girls, 42 per cent had read their favourite book only once, 40 per cent had 
read their favourite book two or more times, and 16 per cent had read their favourite book three or more 
times. The proclivity to re-read a particular book is often motivated by a desire to re-encounter the imaginary 
world and its protagonists that brought comfort, pleasure, enjoyment and insights when first experienced. 
Re-engaging with characters with whom the reader strongly identifies, along with plots and settings that 
excite and stimulate, can transport the reader anew, 
bringing with it the consoling and affirming sense of 
belonging and memory akin to that experienced with 
an old friend. In this sense, “we read deeply for varied 
reasons, most of them familiar: that we cannot know 
enough people profoundly enough; that we need to 
know ourselves better; that we require knowledge, 
not just of self and others, but of the way things are” 
(Bloom, 2000).
 
The high proportion of students in this study who 
reported repeated readings of their favourite book 
also suggests the extent to which young readers are 
hungry for the continuity that is afforded through 
recapturing and re-connecting with a familiar, 
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resonant and appealing imaginary world of fiction. The proliferation of fiction series, as mentioned earlier, 
similarly points to young readers’ appetite for sustaining this connection with their favoured fictional world 
and its characters – characters who may represent and enact perceived or idealised versions of the reader’s 
‘self’. For the reader, such characters can even figure as imaginary proxies for friends, confidantes and role-
models, confronting and overcoming adversity, navigating archetypal adolescent crises, and dealing with the 
manifold inter- and intrarelational challenges and rites of passage that typify the focus of much YAL. 

Re-reading a favourite book can also rekindle memories of the places, experiences and emotions associated 
with the first reading and, as some have theorised, “as we become accustomed to a world in which change is 
the only real constant, the familiarity of the book . . . is something to cling to” (Anderson, 2014, p. 1).
 
While students in this study were enthusiastic about identifying their favourite book, many were equally 
forthright in their attitudes about their worst 
experiences of reading. 

The source of students’ ‘worst’ book
87 per cent of the respondents could name their 
‘worst’ book and the reason they came to read, or 
attempt to read it. The responses are provided in 
Table 5.

When asked how they came to read what they 
considered to be their worst book, 71 per cent of 
girls compared to 82 per cent of boys said it was 
compulsory reading in English. A total of 43 per 
cent of students persisted with the worst book 
they had ever read and reported completing it. This 
reasonably high figure may partially be accounted 
for because the book was compulsory reading in 
an English class, providing a reminder that teacher 
selection of compulsory class reading materials, 
especially when it comes to fiction, can powerfully shape students’ attitudes to reading. The adverse 
consequences of such selections, together with the pedagogical approaches to required class reading can 
be lasting and determinant.
 
The results here also prompt broader philosophical and conceptual questions about the role of the English 
teacher and compulsory class reading in fostering, or undermining, student engagement and satisfaction. 
Students were articulate and unequivocal in their responses to why they disliked a particular book (or books), 
once again providing instructive insights for teachers when planning an effective reading program.
 
 
What did you dislike about this book?
Overwhelmingly, the responses from students to this question about why they disliked a particular book 
included the word ‘boring’, once again underlining the importance of engaging adolescents in reading by 
empowering them through opportunities for a measure of choice in a classroom reading program. According 
to other research studies, when adolescents are permitted to “assert their independence by making choices” 
(Podl, 1995, p. 57) their inclination and capacity to read increases dramatically.
 
These results from the present study confirm the need for the judicious selection of prescribed texts for 
class reading, with choices informed by knowledge of each student’s reading preferences. This is not to 
say students should not be exposed to and encouraged to engage with texts that they would otherwise 
not encounter if they were not introduced to them in English classes. The point here is the need to balance 
a reading program with a mix of teacher- and student-selected material (a point which is addressed in the 
context of classroom practice later in this paper). For this reason, the survey sought to gather insights into 
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students’ preferences for the kinds of texts and the genres of texts that most engaged them. 

What kinds of texts are teenagers choosing to read? 

Preferred kind of text (more than one kind could be 
identified as a preferred kind of reading)

Students were able to select from a range of options 
in response to the question about their preferred 
kind of text. More than one kind of text could be 
nominated. The results are set out in Table 6 below.

Half of all students in the sample preferred reading 
fiction to reading other kinds of texts. Reading 
school-based materials ranked last in terms of 
preferred reading. Reading poetry was poorly ranked 
as a preferred kind of reading, along with newspapers 
and school-based materials. Girls showed a stronger 
preference for reading magazines, in comparison 
to boys. Students were then asked to rate their 
preferred genres of prose fiction and the results are 
given here for both female and male participants. 
Again, students were able to identify more than one 
genre in their response. The responses are provided 
in tables 7 and 8 below.

Females in this sample preferred Fantasy, Mystery, 
Nonfiction, Detective and Action and Adventure. 
Action and Adventure, Fantasy, Detective, Mystery, 
Nonfiction and Science Fiction figured as the most popular genres for males. Action and Adventure, Fantasy 
and Mystery were the overwhelming preferences for both males and females. Preferences and antipathies 
were diverse, reflecting a diversity of taste and interests. Major studies by Whitehead et al. (1970s), Thomson 
(1980s) and Hall and Coles (1990s) also identified these genres (Action and Adventure, Fantasy and Mystery) 
as the most popular kinds of imaginative literature for adolescents in this age group. 

The findings of the present study, and those of prior similar research cited above, align with the Australian 
book industry data on the most popular fiction for this age group, with best-seller lists typically dominated by 
Fantasy, Action and Adventure and Mystery genres, and fiction series. 

Teenagers’ preferred and least preferred kinds of reading in English 
Students were asked to rank their preferences for the experiences (and pedagogy) of reading that commonly 
occur in their English classrooms. Table 9 provides the results to this question. 
 
More than one third of students identified the activity of reading self-selected material as their most 
preferred experience of reading in English. The teacher reading out aloud, silent reading of self-selected 
materials and acting out plays or scenes were favoured by a significant percentage of the sample, reinforcing 
the importance of enjoyment, choice and student ownership of reading experiences.
 
There was strong resistance to ‘reading around the class’. This finding is supported by other research studies 
that highlight many students’ fear of being forced to read aloud in class where their deficiencies might be 
displayed for all to observe (Cope, 1997, p. 21). 
 
The findings also highlight the efficacy of the simple, but under-utilised practice of reading aloud to students: 
in addition to the edification such experiences can afford, reading aloud by the teacher serves to model 
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accomplished reading practice, demonstrate 
enthusiasm and enjoyment, and potentially 
generate reading confidence through naturalising 
reading for pleasure in this way.
 
Reading poetry was almost universally unpopular 
with the sample of students in the present study. 
No other category of reading experience rated as 
poorly in terms of a least preferred activity. Dias 
(2010) encapsulates the state of poetry teaching 
when he observes that:  

while there is a long and widely held belief that 
poetry matters and is a necessary component 
of the school curriculum, such convictions are 
at odds with the way poetry is taught and the 
general antipathy that students, especially in 
secondary school, hold towards it (2010, p. 21).

Students’ self-image as readers
Students were asked to rate their reading skills 
as excellent, very good, good, average, or poor. 
A strong majority of students (74 per cent) self-
rated as excellent, very good, or good readers. 
Of these students, 28 per cent rated themselves 
as excellent readers, while only three per cent of 
students self-assessed their reading skills as poor. 
When asked how they may improve their reading 
skills, the predominant response was ‘read more’. 
Other responses included:

• Read when I come home from school

• Ask more friends about good and boring books and try to read the good books

• Choose books that I’m interested in and read them

• Spend more time reading

Students’ responses demonstrated their self-awareness as readers and revealed a recognition of the 
relationship between the amount of their reading, opportunities to read appealing material of their own 
choosing and the perceived quality of their reading skills.

A Synthesis of Key Findings 
There are a number of key findings from this research that can offer teachers, parents and others a range 
of worthwhile insights into young people’s reading practices and preferences. Of most significance are the 
following: 

1. Reading fiction (sustained imaginative texts) is maintaining a place as a leisure activity in the lives of 
teenagers, although television viewing and computer usage rank higher as preferred leisure activities for 
the majority of 12-16 year-olds sampled in this study. 
The most popular forms of reading for those teenagers who engage in reading for pleasure are magazines 
and fiction, particularly the fiction genres of Adventure, Action, Fantasy and Mystery and fiction series. 
Reading preferences are usually well-established by the time students reach secondary school (cf. Hall & 
Coles, 1999; Whitehead et al., 1977). 
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2. Text selection and pedagogy in classrooms have a powerful impact on reading practices and 
preferences.
Of particular relevance to teachers is the evidence that the selection of reading material and reading 
pedagogy can and does have a decisive impact on the ‘best’ and ‘worst’ reading experiences for adolescents. 
Selection of inappropriate texts for compulsory reading, and/or ineffective pedagogy associated with the 
study of these texts, can have deleterious effects on the longer-term attitudes and practices of teenagers. 
Conversely, this study also confirms that appropriately selected texts for class reading can act as a catalyst 
to enliven and nourish students’ attitudes and reading behaviours. From this study, for instance, 18.5 per cent 
of students reported that their ‘favourite’ book was introduced to them by their teacher, underscoring the 
pivotal role of teachers’ decisions about reading materials in the English classroom.
 
Effective reading programs value the ‘reading capital’ – the ‘primary discourses’ (Gee, 1996, p. 127) – that 
students bring to the classroom. Such programs also enable the teacher to extend the reading horizons 
and capacities of students by ensuring they are ‘apprenticed’ in the prevailing ‘secondary discourses’ of the 
school, classroom and society that they may not otherwise have access to beyond the English classroom (cf. 
Moje, Young, Readence & Moore, 2000).
 
The findings reinforce what other research has consistently shown: one of the most counterproductive
aspects of English classroom practice when it comes to reading is the detrimental impact of inappropriately 
selected compulsory reading material coupled with pedagogy that did not sufficiently incorporate reader 
response theoretical principles. (Cope, 1997; Bushman, 1997). Cope (1997), echoing Thomson, suggests that 
for many students the problem is not reading per se, but what they are forced to read at school and how they 
are required to read and respond to it: “even the most exciting pieces of literature lose some of their lustre 
when they are forced upon readers” (p. 22). 
 
This is not to suggest, however, that teacher-selected reading material will not be valued by students: the 
findings of this study referred to above – and of other studies – underscore the strong positive impact of 
informed teacher choice on students’ reading practices and enjoyment.
 
In practice, an effective reading program incorporates a balance of:

• Teacher-selected materials, based on the teacher’s understanding and awareness of the students’ 
needs, interests and capacities and the resources available to them.

• Teacher-student negotiated materials, whereby individuals or groups of students discuss and plan 
their reading choices and reading goals with the teacher.

• Student-student negotiated selections, through, for example, Literature Circles, reading groups 
and Book Clubs.

• Student self-selected reading material, as part of a wide reading program.

Equally important is a balance and variety of classic, contemporary and popular texts in print, multimodal and 
visual media. English programs, for every year and stage of schooling, should include three kinds of reading 
experiences for all students:

1. Whole class or shared reading where students are encouraged to engage with and communally 
experience, discuss and reflect upon texts; build their skills in critiquing through collaboration and 
mentoring; and develop their taste in and appreciation of literature.

2. Small group or pairs reading experiences where students are provided with regular opportunities 
to choose from a wide range of texts and to experience these within more intimate settings.

3. Individual reading experiences where time is allocated for students to select books freely and 
read these for pleasure (cf. Manuel, 2012).

One model explicated in the MyRead (DEST, AATE, and ALEA 2003) resource is based on a Vygotskian 
learner-centred paradigm: the teacher and learner are engaged in a scaffolded exchange, learning with and 
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from each other. An overview of the model in Table 10 below demonstrates the way in which the teacher and 
student move through various domains with an ebb and flow of teacher instruction, modelling and support, 
encouraging the evolving autonomy and agency of the student (DEST, AATE, ALEA, 2003). This orchestrated 
‘dance’ between the learner and the teacher reflects the dynamic nature of the reading process and 
recognises the capacity of the learner, with support, to make good and appropriate choices about the what, 
the how, and the why of their reading.

3. There is a strong correlation between motivation to read, student choice of reading materials and 
dedicated time for reading for pleasure. 
Replicated research studies and reports (such as, for example, from the OECD) provide considerable 
evidence of the direct and strong correlation between teenagers’ motivation to read, the amount of time 
spent reading – both for leisure and because they are required to by a teacher – and students’ reading 
achievement. It is telling, in the light of this well-documented evidence, that the current Australian 
Curriculum: English (Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority, ACARA, 2012) contains hundreds of 
mandatory content points, with not a single content point requiring or advocating reading for pleasure. 

Implications for Classroom Practice

How do these research findings contribute to our understanding of effective pedagogy and approaches to 
supporting young people’s reading development?
 
As teachers and parents, we can undertake to learn more about our students’/children’s reading practices
and preferences. We can validate their perspectives and proclivities by building in class time and time at 
home for reading for pleasure (not only reading imaginative texts, but reading in its broadest sense), sharing 
reading experiences and deliberately implementing strategies for enhancing enjoyment and the rewards 
derived from reading.
 
English programs in particular can legitimate the space to read where reading offers pathways for students 
to explore, linger, reflect, speculate, wonder, imagine, awaken possibilities, contemplate, be receptive to the 
new, have fun, be invited into another’s world, discover connections, generate confidence and autonomy, 
daydream, think and act creatively and critically, and feel – without such learning (and all of these experiences 
do constitute learning) always and inevitably being associated with assessment, testing, formal written 
responses, and examinations, or regarded as the means to an end apart from personal satisfaction. Teachers 
can manifest in practice the fundamental role of student choice as a motivating factor in students continuing 
to read for pleasure through ensuring a wide range of reading experiences.
 
The findings of this study point to the need for YAL may be more fully utilised in the classroom in wide
reading programs. With current book industry sales figures indicating the market trends and popularity
of YAL, it is a timely moment for teachers to reconsider the importance of integrating this category of fiction 
in classroom reading programs as one means of re-engaging and supporting their students’ reading and 
reading for pleasure. This, in turn, according to the body of research, has positive and marked impacts on 
reading ability, literacy development and broader learning and development.
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Conclusion

The findings of this research highlight the pressing need to re-focus on the actual and potential significance 
of reading in the lives of the young people we teach. While it is evident that opportunities for reading for 
pleasure are increasingly threatened and diminished by the imperatives associated with high-stakes testing, 
it is equally evident that time spent reading for pleasure directly correlates with reading proficiency and 
reading achievement, including performance in reading tests and assessments. As Nieuwenhuizen so aptly 
concludes: 
 

[i]t is evident from research and numerous international reading initiatives, that becoming and being a 
confident, committed reader has wide-ranging positive effects on the personal, intellectual, social and 
educational wellbeing of people from early childhood to old age. This much broader view of the place and 
value of reading has significant implications for the classroom and requires a radically new approach to 
the role of reading in schools (CYL, 2009, p. 11).

 
“A radically new approach to the role of reading in schools” means that as teachers, we cannot afford not to 
legitimate the role of reading for pleasure in our classrooms by creating visible, regular time for students “to 
lose themselves in learning . . . as they become caught up in the process of engaging with new ideas, notions 
and experiences” (Halpin, 2008, p. 380). To limit or erode such opportunities is, as Rosen (2009) frames it, 
“a crying shame, and it’s a form of discrimination . . . It is discrimination if the education system is failing to 
provide an environment in which every child can read widely and often” (p. 6) 

Notes

1. For the purposes of this study, ‘teenagers’ is a term used to refer to young people in Years 7-10, which 
generally includes an age range inclusive of 12-16 years.
 
2. According to Gee, discourses are “ways of being in the world, or forms of life which integrate words, acts, 
values, beliefs, gestures, attitudes and social identities . . . A Discourse is a sort of identity kit, which comes 
complete with the appropriate costume and instructions on how to act, talk, and often write, so as to take 
on a particular social role that others will recognise . . . Primary discourses are those to which people are 
apprenticed early in life . . . as members of particular families within their sociocultural settings . . . (and they) 
constitute our first social identity . . . They form our initial taken-for-granted understandings of who we are 
and who people ‘like us’ are . . . Secondary Discourses are those to which people are apprenticed as part of 
their socialisations within various . . . groups and institutions outside early home and peer-group socialization . 
. . They constitute the meaningfulness of our ‘public; (more formal) acts’ (Gee, 1996, p. 127, p. 137).
 
3. The scope of this paper does not allow for a more detailed analysis and interpretation of disaggregated 
data according to, for example, age and gender.
 
Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here with permission. The article first appeared in the Australian 
Journal of Language and Literacy, Volume 38, Number 2, 2015. 
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Myths about children, teenagers, books and reading

Margaret Merga

Synergy, 2018

Literacy is a hot topic. The need for strong literacy skills is certainly not diminishing in a time where we have 
become increasingly reliant on screen-mediated written content. To meet our young people’s needs both 
now and in the future, we need to ensure that we equip them with strong literacy skills and also the will 
to actively maintain their literacy development into adulthood and beyond. Both skill and will are needed, 
because attainment of a functional literacy skill level is not enough; US research exploring the impact of 
reading hiatus over the summer vacation period suggests that literacy skills can be lost when not exercised 
(e.g. Allington et.al., 2010; Mraz & Rasinski, 2007). The link between literacy and academic and vocational 
performance is well known (ABS, 2013; Daggett & Hasselbring, 2007; Kirsch et al., 2002; Marks, McMillan & 
Hillman, 2001; OECD and Statistics Canada, 2000).
 
Literacy attainment is also associated with quality of life, as it is also related to social participation and even 
health (Keslair, 2017). As such, it is unsurprising that recent international research suggests that "each 
country’s literacy proficiency also influences its level of productivity and hence its future economic potential" 
(Keslair, 2017, p. 2). We care about literacy as it offers much for our children, but it is also a very important 
social and economic investment for communities and nations.
 
We know that "time spent reading is related to reading success" (Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 1999, 
p. 102), and reading frequency is associated with an array of literacy benefits (Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 
1988; OECD, 2010). We also know that increasing benchmarks and tests in literacy have not had the desired 
positive effect on the literacy attainment of our young people (ACARA, 2017). It may be a good time for 
schools to include greater focus on nurturing an enjoyment of reading, so that young people choose to read 
with greater frequency. Once our young people have attained the skill to read independently, we want them 
to continue to do so in order to both develop and maintain their literacy skills. Unfortunately, the connection 
between reading will and skill is not well-recognised in the current iteration of the Australian Curriculum, 
which has led to the production of whole-school literacy plans and policies that give very little consideration 
to reading engagement (as investigated in Merga & Gardiner, under review).
 
We know that due to a wide range of factors, young people do not always receive strong or effective 
encouragement to read at home (Merga & Mat Roni, 2018), and that schools can inadvertently communicate 
that the purpose of reading is for testing (Merga, 2016a), rather than enjoyment. It is important that literacy 
advocates in schools, such as teachers and librarians, are active and effective supporters of literacy 
engagement, so that all children receive encouragement and support to read for enjoyment.
 
However, a range of myths have proliferated in the reading engagement space, making it difficult for 
literacy advocates to make sound resourcing and pedagogical decisions to support reading engagement. In 
recent times, I have been involved in a range of research initiatives which offer alternative perspectives and 
challenge the veracity of some of the most popular ideas currently active in this space. As this topic could 
really fill a book in its own right, I strongly encourage you to read more deeply, following up on the research 
exploring the myths that are of interest to you, by using the reading cited herein as a starting point. All of my 
cited works herein and more are available via request through my Research Gate page. 

'All reading is equally beneficial'

‘Read Anything!’ is a thing. Libraries and classrooms wear posters that declare it. However, logic would 
suggest that all types of reading are not necessarily equally beneficial, and at this stage, research certainly 
does not support this conjecture. Reading of books is most consistently associated with literacy benefits, 
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with the reading of comic books, emails, social networking sites, newspapers, text messages and magazines 
not offering an equal positive effect (e.g. Baer, Baldi, Ayotte, & Green, 2007; OECD, 2010; OECD, 2011; Pfost, 
Dörfler, & Artelt, 2013; Spear-Swerling, Brucker & Alfano, 2010; Zebroff & Kaufman, 2016).
 
I have a suspicion (without research to back it up at this stage) that it is our struggling readers who we tend 
to push toward the non-book items, who get handed the pile of comics, or who are encouraged to read a 
magazine. If this is in fact the case, we may be inadvertently compounding inequity by steering our struggling 
readers towards text types that may not support their growth in literacy. I’m not suggesting that non-book 
text types are useless; it’s important for young people to read widely and to master and enjoy a range of text 
types. However, I strongly suggest that until equal literacy benefit is found from other text types, books need 
to remain a key component of a beneficial reading diet. 

'Young people prefer to read books on screens'

It’s easy to see where this myth comes from; it’s not only young people who are entranced by their devices 
and their exciting affordances. As adults, many of us have walked into our fair share of poles in public places 
while quickly shooting off a text, and we also get excited when our phones ping out another notification. 
Those of today’s youth who can afford such devices are spoiled for recreational choices.
 
However, we can’t assume that just because we see young people enjoying screen time that they would 
prefer to do everything on screens. Research with Western Australian teenagers found that overall, more 
than half of those with access to devices with eReading capability had never read a book on them. In addition, 
teenagers who had access to devices and were keen readers, choosing to read books for pleasure at least 
twice a week, did not frequently choose to read on their devices (Merga, 2014a). More recent research 
conducted in both Western Australia and Victoria suggests that teenagers generally prefer to read print 
books rather than eBooks. When I conducted similar research with younger children (aged 8-12) in 2016, we 
expected to find a higher level of reading on devices where keen readers had access, however where these 
children claimed to read books for pleasure every day, less than 5% read on an iPad, Kindle or computer, and 
only 8% read on a mobile phone (Merga & Mat Roni, 2017). In our 2017 paper, we also reviewed the available 
research in this area, finding that there is insufficient research to support the contention that young people 
prefer to read on screens.
 
This means that it is too soon to throw out all of the paper books in your library or relegate them to a back 
room, even though I know that this has happened in some Australian school libraries. While I think it’s 
important to provide options for our students, and some will prefer to read on screens, we should resist the 
various forces that encourage the bookless library and information centre until all young people really do 
prefer to read books on screens. Until then, paper books should occupy an important place in our libraries.
 
'Boys don’t like reading and they don’t like fiction'

Just because girls typically indicate in general in the research that they enjoy reading more than boys 
(e.g. Merga, 2014b), it does not mean that all boys do not like reading, and that this attitude is somehow 
biologically determined. If someone asks the question ‘Does he read?’, it should not be sufficient for the 
teacher or parent to say ‘Well, he’s a boy', as though this answers the question. If you’ve even met one boy 
who is a keen reader, this idea is disproven from a biological perspective.
Equally frustrating is the myth that boys don’t like fiction . . .

Equally frustrating is the myth that boys don’t like fiction, as research suggests that in general, boys typically 
prefer to read fiction rather than non-fiction (as I outline in Merga, 2017b). There are girls who only like 
non-fiction, and there are boys who like fiction and don’t mind a bit of romance (I interviewed a teenage 
boy who shyly admitted reading Twilight). As I reiterate later on, we need to know our students and their 
interests, and not rely on socially constructed notions of gender that lack a biological basis when it comes to 
recommending books.
 
I also feel that we shouldn’t be steering boys toward non-fiction, unless that is where their preference lies. 
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We need to avoid re-enforcement of unhelpful stereotypes of masculinity. In addition, the perpetuation 
of such myths may contribute to the literacy gap between boys and girls, as the reading of fiction is more 
strongly associated with literacy benefit (e.g. Mar & Rain, 2015; OECD, 2010). Research also suggests that 
the reading of fiction may be associated with fostering empathy and perspective taking (e.g. Comer Kidd & 
Castano 2013; Mar, Oatley & Peterson, 2009), so we should want this for our boys. 

'You should stop reading aloud to your students/children once they know how to read'

I’ve discussed this at length in the media previously, but I probably can’t stress this enough so I don’t feel 
bad about repeating myself; we need to make sure that both parents and teachers know that the acquisition 
of independent reading skills should not signal the end of shared reading aloud. Research suggests that 
in many cases, reading aloud at home is curtailed too soon, while children still enjoy the practice. Reading 
aloud continues to offer a wide array of literacy benefits beyond the early period of independent reading 
acquisition (Merga, 2017d).

As I’ve explained elsewhere, high school students also enjoy being read to (Merga, 2015b). It’s an easy 
way to scaffold access to complex vocabulary and ideas in texts that exceed the reading ability level of 
your struggling adult readers, and it doesn’t involve them being put on the spot or receiving potentially 
embarrassing one-to-one support. Producing a ‘read aloud’ is the first homework task that I give my 
Secondary English student teachers. I have them video themselves reading aloud and we analyse what 
makes an effective read aloud. As school librarians, I know that many of you already read aloud to your 
students, which is awesome, but please also remind your parents and teachers to keep reading with their 
children for as long as possible. 

'School librarians, teachers and parents can't really make a difference'

You’ll be heartened to hear that most avid adult readers have had someone in their lives who fostered their 
positive attitudes towards reading (Merga, 2017c), highlighting the power of social influences in fostering 
keen reading habits and identity. Many different kinds of people can make a significant difference, and 
librarians, teachers and parents were well-represented in the data. As we can and do make a difference, we 
deserve the support of our administrators, and we should also work to support and encourage each other as 
literacy advocates. 
  
We also know which strategies, attitudes and ideas make a difference to young people. I’ve specifically asked 
both children and teenagers to describe what would make them read more books (e.g. Merga, 2017a; 2016b), 
and there’s a lot that we can do as school librarians, teachers and parents. If one thing doesn’t work, we can 
try something else. I’ll touch on some of these ideas below, but my research papers explore these ideas in 
greater breadth and depth (such as this one, which you can request through Research Gate).
 
Some things that we can do

I know that you are doing amazing things to foster reading engagement in your schools as librarians and 
teachers, however sometimes it is handy to have some extra research support to refresh your ideas, teach 
others or argue effectively for time and resourcing in your schools. The first and most obvious thing that we 
need to do is to know our students and understand their interests. Like our own interests, these are likely 
to be subject to change, so this involves knowing the current and evolving interests and aspirations of your 
individual students, and being a wide reader so that we can make recommendations that reflect this array 
of interests. When this was done, students appreciate it. For instance, Kylie praised her English teacher, 
explaining that:
 

She shows you what books are really good. And she listens to what interests we have. So, she offers me 
books as well, because she knows what I like, and, yeah, she’s really good. She listens to people so she 
knows what books they like (Merga, 2015b, p. 43).
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Similarly, Natalie talked about how her school librarian helped her to find the best book that she’d ever read, 
explaining that:
 

When I went to the library, there was a whole table of separate books she told me to go look at, and that 
was in it. So obviously, I think she influenced that on me, helped me pick that, which is good (p. 43).

As such, it’s not just a matter of knowing students’ interests and expecting that they read beyond the early 
years, although these considerations are important. It’s a matter of using these interests to recommend and 
supply books.
 
Supporting regular access to books during class time is really important. We recently found that even where 
students have access to school libraries, they are underutilised by teachers during class time. This is an 
issue, as older children are less likely to visit libraries during their free time (Merga & Mat Roni, 2017b). You 
can use this research to make sure that every child in your school has the opportunity to access the library to 
choose books to read for pleasure during class time, as when we reduce the access of our older children to 
the school library during class time, we risk inadvertently communicating to them that reading is no longer 
important for them – the phenomenon of expired expectations that I discuss at length elsewhere (e.g. here).
 
In order to increase reading engagement, we need to normalise reading cultures in our classrooms and 
libraries, and allow opportunities for social exchange around books. We can model keen reading habits 
ourselves and show insight into how we make good choices; this is particularly important as both children 
and teenagers have indicated that they experience difficulty choosing books, and sometimes fall back 
on unreliable strategies (Merga, 2017a; 2016b). When we encourage students to share recommendations 
and talk about books in the context of pleasure, this kind of discussion can promote common enjoyment, 
critical exploration and comprehension, and can reduce gaps in reading where students seek their next book 
(Merga, McRae & Rutherford, 2017).
 
We might need to counter school cultures where reading for testing is the norm by bringing pleasure to 
the fore, and create time and space for reading, bearing in mind that some of our students do not have 
opportunities and spaces conducive to reading at home. Perhaps the most important thing we need to do, 
however, is maintain our advocacy role in the face of contemporary work pressures and recruit teacher, 
parent, administrative, leadership and community allies to help support our efforts to encourage young 
people to read more. 
 
As I mentioned previously, this is just a brief introduction to the research I have done in this area, so please 
feel free to request any of my papers through Research Gate. I hope that you find them useful to support your 
initiatives as a keen literacy and literature advocate in your school.
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When children hate to read: Understanding why
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The early years of reading are cloaked with warm, fuzzy memories: The music in the sounds of the words, the 
rhythm in the syntax of the language, and splashes of rainbow colours in the pictures make reading a sensory 
experience that evokes images, sounds, and meanings. For children, reading is interacting with text, it is a 
sensory experience shared with caring adults and other delighted children at home, in the classroom, and at 
the library.
 
In the fourth year of schooling something happens. The music stops and children find themselves reading 
in isolation. Adults stop reading to them. When they go to the school library they are involved in curriculum-
based inquiry that may or may not offer choices for their reading selections. Informational text begins to 
dominate, and their reading world is no longer populated by fantasy and fiction. Reading becomes the serious 
business of reading to learn.
 
Most children make this transition seamlessly as the symbols on the page are associated with prior 
knowledge and emotional and social experiences. For others, the transition is not easy, and we begin to hear 
the dreaded refrain, ‘I hate to read!’
 
Some children do not successfully make the transition from decoding text in the primary grades to 
developing deep comprehension in the secondary years. In the reading literature, children from grade four 
are designated ‘adolescent’ because they are expected to read independently at the appropriate level to 
build comprehension. Struggling readers at this age are often low-achievers who are disengaged from 
reading (Guthrie and Davis, 2003). They suffer from low self-efficacy, which ‘. . . refers to beliefs a person has 
about his or her capabilities to learn or perform preferences at designated levels.’ (Schunk and Zimmerman, 
1997, p. 34)
 
Struggling readers hold the belief that they cannot become good readers, and they have good reason to 
believe so. Reading at the level of frustration, even if the text is at the lowest possible level of difficulty, 
is a disincentive for reading that kills motivation. Reading motivation is a key concept in opening doors to 
reading for adolescents because it is related to self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977). In the context of reading, 
intrinsic motivation is found to be a predictor of the amount and breadth of reading more often than extrinsic 
motivation (Wigfield and Guthrie, 1997). It is clear that without an effective intervention that addresses 
the affective dimensions of reading, illiterate adolescents suffer from a cumulative effect that makes it 
impossible for them to catch up with their classmates to read on grade level. There are many reasons why 
this happens. This event, regardless of the reason it occurs, calls for instruction that is guided, consistent, 
and nurturing. Such programs exist as remediation, in the early grades, there is no ongoing support for 
adolescents as they confront comprehension problems throughout their school careers.
 
This article addresses that core of children/adolescents who say with passion that they hate to read and a 
study that aims to help teacher-librarians to develop an understanding of this population in order to plan 
effective interventions that engage non-readers.
 
As technological changes revolutionise how adolescents spend their time, form relationships, and relate to 
real and virtual worlds, reading is going digital. Does this count as reading? The digital environment of the 
web has profound implications for literacy development since reading online is different from reading print. 
The horizontal pattern of online reading defies conventional rules as readers skim and scan across web 
pages, avoiding the deep and sustained reading (Rowlands & Nicholas, 2008) that builds comprehension 



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE50

RESEARCH & REFLECTIONS/ GORDON

(Guthrie, et. al., 2006). This explains why reading test scores have been flat, with no improvement over 
the two decades that adolescents have been spending time online ‘reading’. Since reading is unmediated 
in online environments, it is likely that every reader at some point in time will hit their level of frustration 
and need help. Is there a place for the highly motivational and engaging digital environment to address 
reading motivation for struggling readers? Does the teacher-librarian have a role in the emerging literacy 
development of adolescents, particularly as it pertains to comprehension?

The traditional role has been one of support for reading in print environments demonstrated by activities 
such as book talks and fairs and author visits. These raise the profile of reading and generate interest, but do 
not directly involve youth in reading (Todd and Heinstrom, 2006, http://www2.lib.udel.edu/taskforce/study/
phasetwo.pdf). For this reason they are considered low level activities. Research strongly indicates that the 
best way to improve reading is to read (Krashen, 2004).
 
A second level of activities includes reading contests and programs that offer points and prizes for reading 
or a grade for ‘book reports’ or projects that students create based on their reading. Students are expected 
to compete, rather than cooperate (Guthrie and Davis, 2003) as they are held accountable for the quantity, 
rather than the quality of their reading. The reliance on extrinsic rewards and competition sabotages the 
development of intrinsic motivation that is linked to developing comprehension (Wigfield & Guthrie, 1997).
 
A third level of reading initiatives actively involves students in reading and responding to their reading. 
These include student-authored book talks, book reviews, poetry slams, and sustained silent reading. These 
substantive approaches to reading motivation take place in a social context. Intrinsic motivation is supported 
as readers discover reading, responding to their reading, and sharing their responses.
 
What would happen if we used the digital environment of the World Wide Web to capitalise on the social 
networking, interactive Web 2.0 tools, and the energy and enthusiasm that young people bring to the 
internet? This happened in a high school in Massachusetts where students were invited to blog with their 
friends about the books they read. They chose their readings from a website with 12 ungraded, annotated 
lists, illustrated with book covers, which offered at least 25 titles in each category of genres and themes. 
A study in Massachusetts (Lu and Gordon, 2007) set out to determine if including these features of high 
interest books, many of which were requested by students through a pre-summer survey, would make a 
difference in reading attitudes and preferences. The program seemed successful until the researchers 
surveyed the students when they returned from summer vacation. One-third of the student population of 
2000 ninth through twelfth graders (13 through 18 years of age) did not participate at all in the program. On 
their surveys they reported that they hated to read.

The researchers talked with ten focus groups of teens who reported that they hated to read. The results 
were interesting. Almost all the members of each focus group were adamant about their negative reading 
attitudes, but by the end of the one hour sessions, one or no students still insisted they hated to read. 
They actually did read, but their reading was in alternative media: newspapers, magazines, websites, comic 
books, manga, and commercial catalogues. (Lu and Gordon, 2007). These types of reading materials are 
not validated in schools as reading, and so these teens considered themselves non-readers. When asked 
whether they ever enjoyed a book, most chose books that they had read in their English/Language Arts 
classes. There seemed to be no pattern, however, to their favourite titles: Ethan Frome? Oliver Twist?
 
After some discussion the students revealed that they read these books in classes taught by teachers they 
liked. It was obvious that they could transfer their feelings about their teacher, the way s/he taught, and 
how the English class functioned, to how they felt about the books. The focus groups also talked about how 
they don’t like to be forced to read, or to be told what to read (Gordon and Lu, 2008). The element of free 
choice emerged as a major factor in their attitudes toward reading. By the end of each focus group almost all 
students who said they hated to read admitted they do read and enjoy what they choose to read.
 
The idea of creating a website to motivate students to read moved to Delaware. The project, Literacy and 
School Success, grew from an in-service on action research, where literacy teams of school librarians and 
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English Language Arts teachers explored literacy 
initiatives. In the first year, the members of the 
Department of Education decided to replicate the 
Massachusetts website project by working with 
two technical high schools to create a teen reading 
website. Data was collected by a pre- and post-
summer survey of 500 students. The purpose of 
this research study was to examine how teachers, 
librarians, and students respond to a web-based 
environment that uses social networking tools to 
create a research-based transliteracy (Liu, 2007) 
experience where students are reading traditional 
print materials as well as digital text and images in 
variety of formats.
  
The project had three phases:

1  Four training workshops for participating 
educators;

2  The design, development and 
implementation of a web-based summer 
reading program, using a student-authored 

website and;The collection of data of pre- and post-summer data.

3  The study investigated several questions. This article focuses on the reading attitudes of the 
students.

What are the attitudes of adolescents toward reading?

The pre-survey, administered in June of the school year, collected demographic information about the 
students, their reading attitudes and preferences. Student website developers used the survey results to 
construct the reading lists. The pre-survey was administered to 598 students, grades nine through eleven, in 
two technical high schools. From these respondents, data from 490 was used in the analysis. Respondents 
were students in grades nine (61 per cent), ten (25 per cent), and eleven (14 per cent). Females comprised 

Figure 1: Do you like to read? n=490

I like to read 
because…

I sometimes like to read 
when…

I do not like to read because…

I can choose 
I LOVE to read

reading is free choice I don’t have free choice; 
DON’T FORCE US TO READ

I like the genre the book is interesting I can’t find books I like

it takes me to another place I can escape from my problems No data

it is interesting and fun No data it’s boring, a waste of time

it meets intellectual needs it meets my intellectual needs it’s difficult mentally

it meets emotional needs it meets my physical needs it’s difficult physically

it is something to do when I 
have time

I have time I haven’t got the time

Table 1: Do You Like to Read?
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54 per cent of the sample, and males 46 per cent. By ethnicity the sample included African Americans (44 
per cent), Caucasians (36 per cent), Hispanics (14 per cent), and Other, which included individuals who were 
African American and Caucasian, or Hispanic and African, for example, (5.7 per cent). Less than one per cent 
was Asian.
 
An analysis of pre-survey responses reveals how adolescents feel about reading. 45 per cent of respondents 
say they like to read; 23 per cent sometimes like to read, and 32 per cent do not like to read (Fig. 1)

 An online survey on Google docs offered students an opportunity to elaborate, providing rich data that about 
their attitudes toward reading (Table 1). 

Similar categories from each of the three categories distinguish the attributes of students who like to read 
and students who do not like to read. The element of free choice was the one mentioned the most by all 
three groups. Students who like to read perceive that they have free choice. “Yes, I like to read because I read 
the books I want to.” These students read outside school where they have opportunities to explore and find 
reading materials they like. They mentioned specific genres and formats such as drama, realistic fiction, teen 
problems, romances, relationships, horror, mystery, urban fiction, action, sports, comic books, magazines, 
newspapers. For them it was a matter of getting the “right book” rather than having more opportunities to 
read. The effect of their reading is cumulative: “I LOVE (sic) to read . . . whenever I get a chance to read a really 
interesting book, it keeps me wanting to read more and more!” What distinguished those who like to read 
from the other categories is their ability to be transported by reading. “. . . it puts me in another world” or “. . . a 
place where you can be you’re [sic] self.”
 
They mention visualisation, preferring their own mental images, and using their imagination. “. . . I like to 
visualise what’s happening in the book as if it was a television show;” “. . . I can actually imagine the characters 
in my head;” “. . . I would rather get a visual in my head then (sic) watch a movie and it also relaxes me;” “. . . you 
can do it at your own pace and can imagine your own thing. It’s like television but you decide what you want 
everyone to look like.”

While they saw reading as interesting and fun, many viewed it as a way to meet their intellectual needs: 
developing language and reading skills, gaining new knowledge of the world, connecting with the author, and 
being intellectually stimulated. They mentioned often that reading met their emotional needs: it made them 
happy and relaxed. They read whenever they have time.
 
On the other hand, students who do not like to read do not perceive that they have free choice. “. . . we have 
to (read) in school.” Since they do not read at home, these students feel that “. . . the majority of the time 
when I am reading it is not by choice . . ..” They say, “I don’t like to read in school because the books don’t 
really interest me and we have to answer questions after we read.” They express strong feelings about being 
forced to read. They are vague about what they liked to read, stressing that it should interesting or not be 
boring.
 
Typical comments include: “I can’t find any books I enjoy;” “. . . the books are boring”; “. . . I can never find 
a book that gets my attention”; “. . . I can never get into a book when I read it.” They never mention being 
transported by reading. Instead, they say they “. . . I would rather watch something than read it;” “. . . if there 
is a movie . . . you can watch that and finish the story in a couple of hours . . .” They do not talk about their 
intellectual needs. Instead, they describe the physical discomforts they experience when reading. “I don’t like 
to sit still and stay quiet for too long; “ “. . . it makes me tired;” “. . . my eyes hurt and it makes me sleepy; “ “. . . I 
get headaches.”
 
These students like to be active. They talk about how they could be doing other things. “I’m the kind of 
person who likes to be outside all the time; “ “. . . I don’t like sitting in silence.” They are very aware that they 
lack the skills to read without difficulty. “. . . I don’t really have the focus;” “. . . I have a hard time reading;” “. 
. . I just forget the things I read; “. . .  I am not that good at reading and tend to stutter and I have problems 
pronouncing words;” “. . . I get distracted by other things;” “. . . I lose interest in things fast so if the book is slow 
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I put it down;” “. . . I can’t understand too much English and it makes it complicated to concentrate and read”; 
“. . . I suck at it so it’s really hard to read and learn . . .”
 
They do not perceive that they have time to read and in several cases students cite working as a reason for 
this. These students do not see the relevancy or importance of reading: “. . . reading does nothing for my 
future.” They feel that reading is “. . . boring. I have a life.”
 
Many students who say they like to read sometimes express ambivalence about reading that is situational 
and contextual. The most frequent comment refers to free choice. When they enjoy reading they experience 
an escape from problems and enjoy the solitude, and some refer to being transported by reading. “. . . when 
I read I get pictures of people I know, places and memories that are brought back and I can connect to other 
people’s stories.” They noted that reading helps them escape from problems and they enjoy the solitude.
 
Some said they liked to read because it gives them something to do, and they read when they have time or “. 
. . I read . . . if it’s required and I do it . . . usually I like the book but I don’t do it voluntarily.” Many do not like to 
be told to read. “I like to read if it is something I have chosen and it is not forced on me.” For these students 
it is more an issue of being told what to read. “The books they FORCE (sic) on us in school are boring . . . 
sometimes it just makes me want to quit reading altogether.”
 
Nearly half of these respondents were genre specific about what they liked to read: magazines, action, teen 
books that are real life, realistic drama, addicts, book series, drugs, gangs, bible, food, manga, comic books, 
true stories, crime, web pages, and newspapers. These readers live in a very different world from those who 
say they like to read, but like enthusiastic readers, they like to read when they can identify with the situations. 
Intellectual needs that are met by reading were, for the most part, pragmatic, addressing language skills 
and reading ability. They like to read because “Sometimes you get to learn to read better” and “Reading new 
books is a way to learn . . .” For many of these students reading is a question of access; they would read more 
if they had more to read. Many of these respondents expressed their emotional needs as being in the mood, 
relieving stress, or having nothing better to do. Like students who do not like to read, some “. . . don’t like 
sitting around for a long time.”
 
From the qualitative analysis of these data on how adolescents feel about reading, dimensions of reading 
motivation common to the three profiles emerge: perceived control; personal interests; intrinsic motivation; 
self-efficacy; and collaboration.
 

Implications for research and practice

The difference between being literate and being an independent reader lies in motivation. Phonemes, 
phonics, and word recognition equip young readers to decode the symbols they see on a page, but the real 
goal is deep comprehension. This does not happen without engagement, and engagement does not happen 
without continuous and sustained access to reading materials and supporting services. Libraries have an 
increasingly important role to play in disseminating empirical reading research and applying the research to 
initiatives that address the affective elements of reading engagement.
 
A personalised, rather than institutionalised approach to literacy support that defines reading engagement 
as motivated, strategic, knowledge driven, and socially interactive (Guthrie, et al., 2000) is critical to the 
future of youth services. Reading is more than a school subject; it is a personal experience that nurtures 
developing intellectual and emotional maturity. It has to be enjoyable, and even fun, inside as well as outside 
school. The summer reading website is a prototype for developing learning environments that promote multi-
modal literacies, including information literacy and digital citizenship. Engaging youth in providing content 
through the use of interactive tools in collaborative settings can be a model for how we educate the youth of 
the future.

It is obvious that there is no one-size-fits-all solution to literacy development and that teaching and learning 
can take place successfully in alternative environments that provide print, digital, and human resources that 
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inspire and support emerging literacy. More research is needed to study alterative models and the effects 
of specific interventions and activities that lead to diagnoses of online reading problems and prescriptions 
for ameliorating or curing these problems. New visions refine the role of libraries in literacies to create a 
community of learners for whom libraries are indispensible for their continuous reading improvement. 
This research can build on the rich literature surrounding literacy and apply what we already know about 
struggling readers to digital reading.
 
The voices of the adolescent respondents are telling us what scientific research has shown. Self- efficacy 
and intrinsic motivation are critical to developing the emerging comprehension of adolescents. Affective 
elements of reading are as important as the cognitive. Dimension of reading motivation emerge from 
the voices in this study: perceived control; personal interests; intrinsic motivation; self-efficacy; and 
collaboration. These constructs can be applied to developing a mature role in literacy development for 
librarians in school, academic, and public libraries that takes a holistic view of library collections and services. 
The constructs have implications for the way librarians develop their collections to support readers’ 
advisement, reference help, and the design of reading programs and activities. Literacy support that is 
confined to the walls of the library can be re-imagined in real and virtual spaces where reading is integrated 
with stimulating tasks that originate in the interests, concerns, and needs of the reader.
 
References 

Bandura, A. (1977) ‘Self-efficacy: Toward a Unifying Theory of Behavioral Change’ in Psychological Review, 
84, pp. 191-215.
 
Gordon, C.A. & Lu, Y.L. (2008) ‘I Hate to Read, or Do I? Low Achievers and Their Reading’ in School 
Library Media Research Online, (11) Accessed May 15, 2011 from: http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/aasl/
aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume11/ALA_print_layout_1_522467_522467.cfm.
 
Guthrie, J.T., Cox, K.E., Knowles, K.T., Buehl, M., Mazzoni, S., & Fasculo, L. (2000) ‘Building Toward Coherent 
Instruction’ in L Baker, J. Dreher, & J.T. Guthrie (Editors) Engaging Young Readers: Promoting Achievement 
and Motivation (pp. 209-237). New York: Guilford.
 
Guthrie, J.T. & Davis, M. H. (2003) ‘Motivating Struggling Readers in Middle School through an Engagement 
Model of Classroom Practice’ in Reading and Writing Quarterly, 19 (1), pp. 9-84.
 
Guthrie, J. T., Hoa, A.L.W., Wigfield, A., Tonks, S.M., Humenick, N.M., & Littles, E. (2006) ‘Reading Motivation 
and Reading Comprehension Growth in the Later Elementary Years’ in Contemporary Educational 
Psychology, 32 (3), pp. 82-313.
 
Krashen, S. D. (2004) The Power of Reading: Insights from the Research, Second Edition, Westport, CT: 
Libraries Unlimited.

Liu, A. (2007) ‘Transliteracies Project: Research in the Technological, Social, and Cultural Practices of Online 
Reading.’ Accessed May 15, 2011 at: http://firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/
view/2060/1908/
 
Lu, Y. L. & Gordon, C. A. (2007) ‘Reading Takes You Places: A Study of a Web-Based Summer Reading 
Program’ in School Library Media Research, 10 Accessed May 15, 2011 at: http://www.ala.org/ala/aasl/
aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume10/lu_reading.cfm
 
Rowlands, I. & Nicholas, D. (2008) ‘The Information Behavior of the Researcher of the Future’ Accessed May 
12, 2011 at: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/reppres/gg_final_keynote_11012008.pdf
 



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE 55

RESEARCH & REFLECTIONS/ GORDON

Schunk, D. H. and Zimmerman, B.J. (1997) ‘Developing Self-Efficacious Readers and Writers: The Role 
of Social and Self-Regulatory Processes’ in J.T. Guthrie and A. Wigfield, (Editors) Reading Engagement: 
Motivating Readers Through Integrated Instruction. Newark, DE: International Reading Association.
 
Todd, R. J. & Heinstrom, J. (2006) Report on Phase Two of Delaware School Library Survey: “Student Learning 
through Delaware’s School Libraries,” Part 2: Summary of Findings and Recommendations. Governor’s Task 
Force on School Libraries Accessed May 10, 2011 at: http://www2.lib.udel.edu/taskforce/study/phasetwo.pdf
 
Wigfield, A. & Guthrie, J. T. (1997) ‘Relations of Children’s Motivation for Reading to the Amount and Breadth 
of their Reading’ in Journal of Educational Psychology, 89 (3), pp. 420 - 432.
 

Dr Carol Gordon is an Associate Professor in the School of Communication and Information at Rutgers, The 
State University of New Jersey and Co-Director, Center for International Scholarship in School Libraries.



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE56



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE 57

Now media: How to value the useful rather than the 
new

Tara Brabazon

Synergy, 2013

Asynchronous media. Synchronous media. Broadband. Wireless. Social media. Social networking. Geosocial 
networking. Disintermediation. Reintermediation. 

Such terms collide, duel, overlap, interrogate and erase each other. But ideologies cluster and clump 
around these words and phrase. The new is better. The new is faster. The new is progress. Yet somewhere 
on the path between the iPad, iPad 2, the new iPad, the newer iPad, the iPad mini and the iPhone 5 (that 
mysteriously – or perhaps not – moved from the standard 30 pin to a lightning connector), it became clear 
that obsolescence and redundancy was increasing in speed. Indeed, media platforms were redundant at the 
point of their release. The impact of such a realization for teachers and librarians is vast. Not only is there the 
expense of hardware and software upgrades but also the often invisible cost of professional development 
and time to understand the new products.

The impact of such changes on the quality of teaching and learning is highly debateable. Yet when change 
becomes a proxy for progress, teachers and librarians must take a moment and think about the media that 
enable our learning outcomes, rather than the profits reported to the shareholders of large corporations. The 
aim of this article is to enact such a project, to offer strategies and mechanisms to select appropriate media 
to convey relevant information to a targeted and precise audience.

New media is more than a phrase to describe digital innovation. It is a social weapon to decentre, marginalize, 
agitate, undermine and upset. It is meant to make us feel unsettled, like we have missed something. But all 
old media were once new. I have little use for phrases such as ‘new media’ or its more ageist adversary, ‘old 
media.’  Instead, I am interested in Now Media. This phrase describes platforms which are useful, which can 
integrate into daily life and improve our experiences of cities, culture and education. A great example of 
Now Media is QR Codes. Short for Quick Response codes, they were created in 1994 by Denso, a subsidiary 
company of Toyota. They are able to hold more data than a conventional barcode and can be read by 
smartphones, enabling users to scan a QR code and – in a real time and a real place – find online information 
that resonates with their physical context. They can be used on business cards, public art, magazines, menus, 
food packaging and wine bottles. At the point of their invention in 1994, there were few uses for them.  They 
were not ‘new media,’ but invisible media. Yet smart phones widened their potential and uses.  As old media, 
they have extraordinary applicability in our present lives. They are ‘Now Media’ and provide an example and 
model to follow.

Change we need?

One of the best disguised escapes from anxiety is the escape into information (Mackay, p. 226). There are 
many ways to restrict the availability of information, money, time, movement and forms of self-expression. 
These limitations can involve legal regulation and barriers, including social censure, credit ratings, 
surveillance, timetables, fences and the fear of unpopularity. But the myth of abundance – the myth of choice 
– dominates narratives of both liberal democracy and capitalism. Chris Harman, in Zombie Capitalism: Global 
Crisis and the Relevance of Marx, (2009), argued that such narratives do not provide the ability to explain 
radical events such as the credit crunch or credit crash. Shopping becomes a proxy for thinking. Searching 
substitutes for reading. While ‘we’ are looking down at our smart phone rather than up at the world, freedom 
to blog becomes an acceptable substitute for freedom to learn.

RESEARCH & REFLECTIONS/ BRABAZON
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Transforming these freedoms is beneficial. Instead of the freedom to access information, there is the right 
to learn information literacy. There have been some remarkable critiques in the last decade of information 
excess, user generated content, web 2.0 and the read write web. Many have been staunch, shrill and 
opinionated. Others have been concerned or worried about the cultural movements for which the read write 
web is the channel, conduit or platform. One of the earliest and shrillest reviews was from Andrew Keen. His 
Cult of the Amateur (2007) affirmed the rights of artists, journalists, writers and academics to protect their 
intellectual property. He was critical of the loss of expertise from a blog-infused culture. He was not ‘against’ 
the internet or the web, but desired quality control in digital environments.

My critique is different from Keen’s arguments. It is not the end of civilization if ‘the audience’ becomes 
‘the author’. Keen did not like bloggers or people taking pictures with their mobile phones. This proliferation 
of content is not a concern. But it must be attended by a necessity to improve our information literacy – 
improve our interpretative capacity – to sort and sift this material. An explosion of blogs, updates, comments, 
photographs and footage is not a concern. The more serious question is whether – through this explosion 
of low quality data – the capacity to judge, interpret and evaluate is being worn down by the scale and scope 
of basic material. Put another way, if students read a large amount of low quality material, is their capacity 
reduced to read and write at a higher level?

There are many strategies to block the sending or receiving of low quality information. T. Koltay, introduced 
a range of mechanisms to manage a proliferation of content creators and creation (2011, pp. 2-7). Koltay 
realised that, ‘Despite differences and similarities among information literacy, media literacy and digital 
literacy, all of them have to differentiate between amateur and professional contents produced in new 
media’ (2011, p. 2). For example, the selection of 
delivery systems – media platform – is one mode 
of information management. When a platform is 
selected, producers are making a series of decisions 
about who they will not reach and the type of 
information they will not convey. It is not efficient to 
choose Twitter to convey complex ideas. However as 
a pointer to richer information sources, it is excellent. 
If librarians want to provide information that can be 
scanned at speed, sonic media is a mistake. Scanning 
print on paper or screens is a faster way to glean 
information. For abstract ideas requiring slow and 
careful engagement, then sound-based platforms are 
ideal. Marshall McLuhan argued that ‘any technology 
creates a new environment.  It creates a total 
numbness in our senses’ (1967, p. 145).  However, by 
withdrawing some sensory experiences – perhaps 
through reclaiming the use of old media or old 
technology – then numbness reduces. Consciousness 
and choice return.  

Platform selection is the key moment in the survival and effectiveness of information. Nicholas Carr 
stated that ‘the medium does matter. It matters greatly. The experience of reading words on a networked 
computer, whether it's a PC, an iPhone, or a Kindle, is very different from the experience of reading 
those same words in a book. As a technology, a book focuses our attention, isolates us from the myriad 
distractions that fill our lives. A networked computer does precisely the opposite. It is designed to scatter 
our attention. It doesn’t shield us from environmental distractions; it adds to them’ (Carr in Brockman, 
2011, p. 2). 

When a platform is chosen, so is an audience. Configuring a careful relationship between content and 
context, medium and audience, requires selection and reflection. It is important, particularly now, not to reify 
McLuhan’s brilliant yet flawed maxim that the medium is the message. Instead, a more subtle re-evaluation 
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is required, recognising that choosing a medium is the first stage in information management. In an era of 
proliferating platforms, which platform is the best carrier for this data and – more importantly – which of 
our senses are best activated to engage with this information is a key decision in terms of preservation, 
confidentiality and transparency. The medium is the first step in creating the message. When selecting 
a platform, decisions are made about who will not receive the data and what type of information will not 
be conveyed. Jack Koumi stated that ‘each medium has its distinctive presentational attributes, its own 
strengths and its weaknesses. These distinctions must be fully exploited by choosing different treatments of 
the topic for different media’ (Koumi, 2006, p. 1230). Therefore, strategic decisions about information, media 
and audience must be made.

The difficulty with the read write web is that it is based on fragmentation and individuality. Choices about 
audience, information and media platform selection are automated and – frequently – auto-filled.  We choose 
to talk with people like ourselves. They are our ‘friends’ on Facebook. We ‘follow’ them on Twitter. Similarly, 
communities become increasingly specialised in content as they geographically disperse. Nicholas Carr, in 
The Big Switch, (2008) argues that we are all drawn to people like ourselves. Fans of Dr Who talk with other 
fans of Dr Who (2008, p. 165). Star Trek fans chat to Star Trek fans. Of greater concern, citizens with extreme 
ideas bond closely with those also holding similar radical views.  

In some disciplinary fields, this behaviour is explained through subcultural theory (Hebdige, 1989: 1979). 
A Goth wears black clothes and whitened makeup, but this appearance is naturalised when communing 
with other Goths. But beyond this naturalisation of community behaviour, Carr confirms that when extreme 
views are shared by a community those views become more extreme. Through the deterritorialised 
connectivity of the Web, an individual who holds highly marginal views in Galway, Ballarat or Dunedin can 
find a geographically dispersed community sharing their beliefs. Before the internet, there were citizens 
with extreme views. But they were isolated, managed and controlled by legal and social restrictions. Now 
deterritorialised communities with extreme views can find each other and create a bond. This normalises 
behaviour, language and ideologies. When extreme ideas are shared, they become more extreme. Whenever 
a phrase is used like ‘everyone does this,’ a technique of neutralisation (Sykes and Matza, 1957, pp. 664-670) 
has been activated. ‘Everyone’ does not smoke marihuana, watch pornography or illegally download music. 
Such a technique of neutralisation is a mode of justification that has been enhanced and extended in the 
online environment. Further, these views can become more pervasive, persuasive and far more extreme. 
This tendency can be seen in Pro (anorexia) Ana (http://community.livejournal.com/proanorexia)  and cutter 
(‘Self-injury webring’, http://t.webring.com/hub?ring=selfinjury) communities. It is also the reason why odd or 
extreme ideas have become tolerated and often encouraged through the ‘comment culture’ on blogs. Certain 
levels of personal abuse and disrespect, often from anonymous writers, are now accepted as part of online 
life. 

Jimmy Wales and Tim O’Reilly proposed guidelines for bloggers in 2007 and confronted a remarkable 
backlash (Web gurus want blog etiquette despite backlash, 2007; Pilkington, 2007, p. 17). Intriguingly, 
when the PEW Internet and American Life project conducted a survey, young women aged 12-13 and black 
teenagers reported a greater experience of ‘unkindness’ through social media than other groups (Lenhart et. 
al., 2011).

Students seek out environments in which they are comfortable and are literate: they understand the 
language, signs and codes. It is difficult to change personal worldviews, to even consider that the ideas 
offered by our family, friends, teachers, religious leaders and politicians may be wrong and not in our best 
interests. Google has serviced this desire. On December 4, 2009 the corporation stated on its blog that 
Google would use 57 signals to offers assumptions about the type of sites that would suit the user. From 
December 2009 searching was personalised. This post-fordist strategy may seem welcome. However, this 
personal profile ‘targets’ information and enables a narrow range of goods and services to be accessed. As 
Eli Pariser realised:

The basic code at the heart of the new internet is pretty simple. The new generation of internet filters 
looks at the things you seem to like – the actual things you’ve done, or the things people like you like – and 
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tries to extrapolate. They are prediction engines, constantly creating and refining a theory of who you 
are and what you’ll do and want next. Together, these engines create a unique universe of information 
for each of us – what I’ve come to call a filter bubble – which fundamentally alters the way we encounter 
ideas and information (Pariser, 2011, p. 20-21).

This strategy may facilitate powerful and targeted marketing. For librarians and teachers, it is profoundly 
serious.  Students and scholars are continually directed to information that is ‘at their level’ and 
unchallenging. It is safe data that cannot lead to threatening knowledge.

In his follow up book to The Big Switch, titled The Shallows: How the Internet is Changing the Way We Think, 
Read and Remember, Carr tracked his online behaviour and the consequences of searching, clicking and 
commenting. He noted a reduction in concentration and time management:

What the Net seems to be doing is chipping away my capacity for concentration and contemplation . . . 
The more they use the Web, the more they have to fight to stay focused on long pieces of writing (Carr, 
2010, p. 6-7).

My critique of Carr is that he conflated automated decision making about web usage with a transformation in 
his brain processes. He chose to click and link his way around the online environment. This was not his brain 
changing. This new environment required making a choice between surfing and reading. He chose surfing.

Sometime in 2007, a serpent of doubt slithered into my info-paradise. I began to notice that the Net was 
exerting a much stronger and broader influence over me than my old stand-alone PC ever had. It wasn’t 
just that I was spending so much time staring into a computer screen  It wasn’t just that so many of my 
habits and routines were changing as I became more accustomed to and dependent on the sites and 
services of the Net. The very way my brain worked seemed to be changing (Carr, 2010, p. 16).

He is suggesting that this is natural or inevitable. Carr can make distinct choices, deploy different platforms 
and activate different literacies. More intricate relationships can be configured between communication 
systems, information systems and memory systems (White & Evans, 2005, p. 3). Older models of media, 
literacy and learning are not destroyed. They are overlaid. Therefore, it is necessary to scratch below the 
simple and the superficial to reveal more complex ways of learning, reading and writing.

Searching or researching

Searching for information is a quest for meaning and understanding (Markless, 2009). Much of the history of 
education is based on the selection of ideas, scholarship and media to create a curriculum for students that 
extends and tests them, rather than leaving them satiated, satisfied and complacent (Mason & Rennie, 2008, 
p. 43). Media platform selection is the crucial moment in learning. A powerful and important consequence of 
online learning is that many more citizens have a chance to participate in education and yet very few of these 
scholars could have undertaken classes in a conventional university environment. But there are social and 
economic costs when physically separating teacher and learner, library and learning. Media proxies can build 
relationships and manage the loss of face to face teaching and learning (Fresen & Hendrikz, 2009). To ensure 
that these proxies are successful requires planning, deep understanding of available educational options 
and opportunities, curricula expertise and a powerful feedback mechanism to ensure the careful alignment 
between learner, curriculum and community. Media choices and literacies should be determined by the 
environment of the student, not the staff.

Media transformations have been woven through the history of schools and universities, widening 
participation in higher education. The paradox with such a media-led model for building social justice in 
education is that the very groups that were excluded from higher education are often the groups without the 
disposable income for the hardware and software to overcome this injustice. Therefore, the best teaching 
and learning strategies are able to carry forward elements of old media into new education. Such a strategy 
not only ensures that a larger number of potential students holds the literacies to commence study and be 
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welcomed into the online environment, but that the best media are chosen for a learning moment, rather 
than simply assuming that the newest media will be appropriate. 

The great gift of social media like Facebook, YouTube, Flickr, Twitter and FourSquare to education is that it is 
social, forming networks of communication and connection between students and staff. Distance education 
– in its paper-led mode where collections of readings and study guides were sent to student by conventional 
mail – was individualised learning, with occasional weekends or summer schools where scholars would travel 
to a venue for intensive lecture and seminar sessions. Through social media, distance education is enhanced, 
allowing students to create much more natural relationships throughout the academic year. Students are 
friends on Facebook and meet in asynchronous and synchronous virtual learning environments. Such 
platforms and portals may not enhance the attainment of learning outcomes, but they do enable learning to 
be a part of living.

Digital justice must be a priority. One of the great problems emerging from the phrase the ‘digital divide’ is 
that it is a passive description, encouraging complacency. It signifies – unintentionally – an inevitability to 
inequality, whether discussing the disparity between nations, regions, urban and rural environments, races, 
classes, genders or age. It encourages descriptions of difference, rather than initiating the actions to listen, 
understand and intervene. The digital divide was tethered to phrases like the information society and the 
information revolution. Mobile media and mobile telephony agitate such categories. Emlyn Hagen’s study, 
The Digital Divide in Africa: Cross-Sectional Time Series Analysis of the African Digital Divide Factors (2007).  
In this short book, it is noted that:  

half of the world’s population has never made or received a phone call and (perhaps the same) half of the 
world’s population lives on less than $2 a day. If this is not just a statistical coincidence, is there causality 
between the lack of Telecommunication and poverty? (p. ii).  

However this study confirms that there are some statistical coincidences in such a statement with mobile 
telephony being the agent of change. However the slow transformation in the period from the early 1990s 
through to the early 2000s, the period of movement between web 1.0 and web 2.0, has had an impact in 
Sub-Saharan Africa in particular. Although forming 11% of the world’s population, this group only held 0.9% of 
the global telephone lines in the early 1990s. By 2002, it had lifted to 1.5%, (p. 5). However the digital divide is 
based on the assumption that access to technology is a proxy for learning how to use it.

The challenge for policy makers, teachers and librarians during this next moment in internet history is no 
longer focused on tracking early adopters but universal access intertwined with universal programs for 
information literacy. Finland has taken the first step. On July 1, 2010, Finland became the first nation in 
the world to transform broadband access into a right of citizenship. The reason for such a decision is that 
broadband is no longer only an enabler of entertainment and leisure, but the basis of social justice and 
equality. The aspiration to provide the entire population with a 100 megabit per second connection by 
2015 meant that telecommunications companies had to ensure all residents have access to broadband 
connections with a legally enforceable minimum speed. Suvi Linden, Finland’s responsible communication 
minister, confirmed to the BBC that, "We consider the role of the internet in Finns’ everyday life. Internet 
services are no longer just for entertainment." (Finland makes Broadband a Legal Right, 2010)  It is neither 
special nor an option extra. It is a public service (Carr, 2008, pp 2-17). Computers are simply terminals. Their 
usefulness is determined not only by the network into which it is connected, but the information literacy of 
the user.  

Most significantly, Tlabela, Roodt and Paterson created an integrated modelling for information 
management, stating that:

many of the information-management skills that are particularly necessary in a digital environment can 
be learned using books and other sources of printed matter (Tlabela, Roodt and Paterson, 2008, p. 124).

This is a crucial and far-reaching realisation. Attention to vocabulary, the parameters of disciplinary 
knowledge, and understanding the impact of refereeing are skills learnt in printed and analogue 
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environments that can be transferred online. This argument is verified by Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis’s 
discussion of the movement through on and offline texts:

The idea that books are linear and the Internet is multilateral 
is based on the assumption that readers of books necessarily 
read in a linear way. In fact, the devices of contents, indexing and 
referencing were designed precisely for alternative lateral readings 
– hypertextual readings, if you like.  And the idea that the book is 
a text with a neat beginning and a neat end – unlike the Internet, 
which is an endless, seamless web of cross-linkages – is to judge 
the book by its covers. A book does not begin and end at its covers, 
despite the deceptive appearances of its physical manifestation. 
It sits in a precise place in the world of other books, literally when 
shelved in a library, located in multiple ways by sophisticated 
subject cataloguing systems, and intertextual positioned by the 
apparatuses of attribution (referencing) and subject definition 
(contents and indexes) (Cope & Kalantzis in Cole and Pullen, 2010, 
p. 89).

There is money to be made in celebrating 
and selling new media. However the speed of 
obsolescence in media platforms has formulated 
a culture of waste. For example, Apple created an 
artificial wedge between the smartphone and the 
laptop, opening a market. The process worked so 
well that the purchasers of a product like the iPad 
then create a series of articles, (Brabazon,‘iPad 
and the Academy’, 2010) books, (Biersdorfer, 
2010) blogs, (‘Just another iPad’ blog) podcasts 
(‘The iPad possibilities’) and vodcasts (Daily 
App shows) where consumers try to discover 
retrospective reasons why they bought it.  

Old media is not obsolescent, but provides 
scaffolding into the current media environment.  
Put another way:

Old Media + New Media = Now Media.

There are profound benefits involved in spending 
more time in planning and developing information 
literacy and less money on software and hardware. 
This change in thinking and funding will create 
efficiency, consciousness and a greater chance of 
addressing inequality.

Digital justice requires reflection, intervention, 
commitment and respect, asking how already 
existing media can be used to activate information 
literacy and media literacy. Overlapping fields and 
literatures are required for the management of 
‘new media'. A key distinction between information 
and media literacy is the emphasis on platform 
selection, the relationship between form and 

Name of site Average age of 
users

Classmates.com 44.9

LinkedIn 44.3

Delicious 41.3

Slashdot 40.4

Twitter 39.1

Digg 38.5

Stumbled Upon 38.5

Facebook 38.4

Friendfeed 38.4

Ning 37.8

Reddit 37.4

LastFM 35.8

LiveJournal 35.2

Tagged 34.4

Hi5 33.5

Friendster 33.4

Xanga 32.3

MySpace 31.8

Bebo 28.4

Source: Pingdom.com, http://royal.pingdom.
com/2010/02/16/study-ages-of-social-network-

users/, February 16, 2010
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content, signifier and signified. Information literacy is propelled by not only the search for data, but by 
ensuring a scaffold is in place for evaluation 
and assessment.  

Digital justice necessitates understanding 
exactly who is – and could be – using media 
and information to improve their learning and 
lives  Therefore, a Venn diagram aligns media, 
audience and information.

To build digital justice necessitates 
clarity about the type of information to be 
expressed and how it can be shaped for the 
targeted audience. Only when specifying 
the information and audience can the most 
appropriate platform be selected. Such a 
process activates the sociology of the web. 
There is a match between the audience 
for a particular platform, in terms of age, 
region and gender, and the target for the 
information. One study from Pingdom.com 
aggregated Google Ad Planner data to reveal 
the mean age of social networking users.

Estimated average age of users on social networking sites

The average age of Second Life users is 32 (Walsh, 2007). The assumption that ‘the young people’ are 
populating social networking sites is incorrect. Therefore the reason for schools and universities buying 
an island on Second Life for the purposes of teaching and learning must be questioned, (‘Second Life 
Universities and Private Islands’) unless attracting older students is the goal.

The imperative is not to celebrate user generated content, but to understand a user’s generated context.  

Put another way, policy makers, librarians 
and teachers – at our best – consciously 
configure a careful relationship between 
audience, context and goal. This goal can be 
selling a product or developing a learning 
outcome. However, the greater the clarity in 
determining the detailed outcome and goal, 
audience and context, the more effective the 
results.   

If such relationships become the first step in 
developing learning, consumption, production 
and citizenship, then waste is reduced. If 
public and private investment continues to be 
in a platform, rather than the literacy required 
in its use, then confusion will continue 
between tools and applications, information 
and knowledge. All technological decisions 
are tempered by the issue of relevance. As 
Nancy MacKay realised, "patiently waiting 
for a technology to mature does not make 
you a Luddite.  It makes you technologically 
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responsible" (2007). The best focus is on 
what can be used or produced, rather than 
the new or ‘the next big thing'. Our focus 
should be now media, not new media. 

Recognising the difference requires: 

(1) acknowledging the costs of expansive 
user generated content and media 
obsolescence, and 

(2) applying strategies for information 
literacy. Together, these two moments of 
consciousness and intervention enable 
strategies for digital justice. 

Pippa Norris noted at the start of the 2000s, 
before the proliferation of the read write 
web, that gains in productivity through the 
leaps in information technology increased 
the inequality between affluent nations and 
those still developing infrastructure, skills 
and literacies (Norris, 2001, p. 5). The most 

obvious examples of this productivity gap in the last ten years are not only the penetration of internet and 
broadband, (Internet World Statistics, 2010) but also the plug in and play hardware and Word Press, Drupal 
and simple content management systems to enable website building for those with little knowledge of html 
coding (Berger, 2008). But for those excluded from web 1.0, the costs of being marginalised from the read 
write web are even greater. The reason for this layered injustice is not only that new devices being created, 
(Jaron Lanier recommended care and caution in the selection of both new platforms and new ideas (Lanier, 
2010, p. 3)) but these new devices are accompanied by a program of destruction of analogue books, journals, 
sounds and visions. 

John Berry confirmed that there is never an easy transition between the old to new. There is a necessity to 
create a continuous learning environment. However, his question remained how to manage such a transition 
through an environment of budget cuts (2002, p. 40-42). There is a sleight of hand – a social amnesia – 
that ensures those heavily connected in the online environment simply forget about those without the 
technology, desire or capacity to venture into this participatory culture. This is not a question of access. This 
is not a question of broadband black-spots, but literacy black-spots. Clay Shirky’s book title is a metonymy 
of this problem:  Here Comes Every-Body:  The Power of Organizing Without Organizations.  The issue is: 
who is part of Shirky’s ‘every-body?’ (Shirky, 2008) Starting the book with the ‘movement’ that emerged to 
return a stolen mobile phone that had been lost in the back of a New York City cab, (Shirky, 2008, p. 1-10) 
the argument focuses on the ‘sharing’ rather than the doing. Absent in his critique of ‘traditional managerial 
oversight’ (Shirky, 2008, p. 39) is traditional colonial relationships. While focusing on how information flows 
through hierarchies, the presence of colonialism as a powerful and present injustice remains invisible in his 
analysis. New York is not the world. It is not a model for new media adoption.

I remain inspired by librarians, teachers and students who – on a daily basis – do not choose the easy, 
automated and default option, but select the difficult, challenging and complex. They select for the now, not 
the new. In finding research to assist and scaffold the next generation of the academy through their teaching 
and learning beyond the cheerleading of Clay Shirky, Malcolm Gladwell and Chris Anderson, I returned to one 
of the most inspirational researchers it has been my privilege to read. His words, views and writing are the 
foundation for my thoughts on identity, race, nation and the media.  

Eric Michaels is known for many research projects, but is best acknowledged for his studies of the Warlpiri 
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community in central Australia (Michaels, 1994). In the 1980s, he investigated the role and function 
of television in Yuendumu, at the edge of the Tanami Desert. Michaels did not enact a conventional 
anthropological case study. Bringing forward the Canadian tradition of communications through Harold 
Innis and Marshall McLuhan, he created a fresh and bright strategy for thinking about difference and justice. 
He attacked readers for lazy and compliant thinking, demanding that they revise assumptions about race, 
modernity and information. At its most basic, Michaels’ scholarship questioned whether ‘we’ have a right to 
know. Decades before controversies about Facebook’s privacy settings, he warned that there is no right to 
photograph. There is no right to record. There is no right to broadcast. Instead, the Warlpiri, and the rest of 
us, have the entitlement to hide our images, voices, views and ideas. He validated information restriction, 
arguing that profound lessons must be learned not only from first peoples, but also from the first information 
economy. The point of post colonialism is not to impose modes of information on others, but to listen, learn 
and create more just ways of thinking about knowledge, information and the economy.  

In the long term, the outstanding analysis from Pippa Norris that digitised infrastructure and architecture 
increases inequalities between the empowered and the disempowered may be incorrect (Norris, 2001). 
There is a temporary spurt of productivity that emerges from significant software and hardware innovations. 
But actually, there is a huge amount of waste and failures in hardware and software development. This is the 
iPad effect. This pattern repeats the history of the industrial revolution (Sklair, 2002, p. 12). Britain, as the first 
industrial nation (Mathia, 1969), fuelled an empire, spread a language and became an engine for economic 
development. But the second industrial revolution in the 1880s and 1890s saw France, Germany and many 
other nations catch up to Britain’s ascendancy (Henderson, 1961). These nations were able to select the 
processes that had been tested and proven to be successful. The first industrial nation had conducted 
research and development that subsequent manufacturers could apply.

Similarly, developing nations can use developed nations as a laboratory, to test the useful and discard 
disappointing technologies before implementation. The benefits of early adoption are reducing (Gimenez, 
2006, pp. 345-350). We are reaching an age, not of new media, but now media. Not of new technology, but 
useful technology. Not of access but literacy. Eric Michaels realised this pattern. The Walpiri waited until the 
urban white population tested out television, video and video cameras. They waited until the start-up price 
for equipment reduced and the quality of domestic hardware improved. Then they commenced their media 
productions and television station without the burden of waste.

New media become old media (or the compromising and less ageist description, mature media) very quickly. 
Skills with software and hardware are easy to attain. Understanding how to use these skills in context and 
evaluate their results is a more complex process. However once more, as if transposing ageism from people 
and to technology, new is better. Old is a problem. It is important to remember the equation introduced in 
this article: New Media + Old Media = Now Media. An alternative slogan could be New Media + Old Media 
= Appropriate Media. After a credit crunch, crash and recession, through surveillance of our teaching 
standards and student literacy and numeracy, we may finally be entering the moment where content is 
valued over form, and knowledge is welcomed over information.
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The experience of reading: Exploring format

Susan La Marca

Synergy, 2016

Genazzano FCJ College is a Catholic day and boarding school for girls in Melbourne, Australia. The college 
offers education, starting from the Early Learning Centre, for three and four year olds, up to university 
entrance at year 12, for approximately 1200 students. The college has three libraries catering for this 
community, offering excellent collections in all formats and a broad and successful range of library programs 
in well-staffed, interesting library spaces.
 
In 2013, library staff were part of a Leading Learning team created for the college’s internal professional 
development program. Mr Robert Tassoni Deputy Principal – Curriculum, Standards and Innovation, 
instigated a Leading Learning team approach to our professional development for that year. The program 
was designed to allow teams to investigate areas of interest to the teaching staff that impacted upon the 
learning of our students. The library had recently added a new ebook and audio book collection to our range 
of offerings for our students and we were keen to explore, through the Leading Learning team approach, 
how the students were responding to the new format. The project also included an analysis of the science 
etextbooks in wide use across the science curriculum, but that aspect of the project will not be addressed in 
this paper.  

Survey structure

The team, made up of a variety of college staff, worked together to create a simple survey for students from 
years 5 to 10. All of these students had been introduced in their ROAD (Reading Opens All Doors) (La Marca, 
Hardinge & Pucius, 2011) reading classes, during the previous six months, to the ebook and audio book 
platform. They had been shown how to access the collection and encouraged to consider it as one of their 
reading for pleasure options. A questionnaire, created using Survey Monkey, was given to all students and 
they were given time to fill in the survey. We received the responses of 262 students from years 5 (10 year 
olds) to year 10 (16 year olds) to all ten questions. The questions ranged from simple yes/no and ABC option 
questions, to open ended questions allowing for thoughtful, lengthy responses.
 
Our aim was to investigate the usage of ebooks for pleasure reading in our school environment in order to 
inform our provision of the current platform and better facilitate good reading experiences for our students. 
The platform we were interrogating was Overdrive. It must be noted, therefore, that this discussion does not 
refer to interactive ebooks but only to standard text-based ebooks and audio book formats.
 
Student comments in the survey were both illuminating and insightful and offer us a view of one school’s 
experience. While they reflect a range of interesting issues that can be explored in a wider context, 
extrapolation from the findings of this brief investigation to other communities of readers may be 
problematic. 

Students as readers

In response to the question ‘What kind of pleasure reader do you consider yourself to be?’ over 35% of 
students claimed to read regularly while 18% claimed to ‘read every chance I get’. These are very pleasing 
statistics. Only 15% claimed to read rarely while the remaining 32% said they read occasionally.
 
These statistics indicate that within the school community, the majority of students see themselves as 
readers, with many making reading a regular part of their pleasure pursuits. This is evident in the enthusiasm 
with which the majority of students approach their reading in ROAD classes and at other times. The college 
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runs seven co-curricular book clubs and circulates over 25,000 items a year in support of all areas of the 
college’s reading and research activities. Genazzano is proudly an active, committed community of readers 
and this must be noted when considering the following discussion of reading habits and formats. 

When given the prompt ‘I am most interested in accessing stories in . . .’, and the options of print, ebook and 
audio books, the responses were overwhelming. 11% of students said their preference was ebooks, 5% 
preferred audio above the other options while an overwhelming 89% of students claimed to prefer accessing 
stories in print books. While this indicates a distinct preference for print books, one limitation of this question 
is that it does not acknowledge that those who prefer print may still enjoy ebook and audio on particular 
occasions.
 
Recent American research conducted by Scholastic Inc., found that:
 

While the percentage of children who have read an ebook has increased across all age groups since 2010 
(25% vs. 61%), the majority of children who have read an ebook say most of the books they read are in 
print (77%) (Scholastic Inc, 2015, page 7).

 
This clearly indicates that many readers, possibly the most voracious readers, read across all formats 
depending on need. Our brief survey did not allow for a similar breakdown but it is likely that amongst our 
83% who claim to prefer print we would have found students who also read ebooks or listened to audio too, 
on occasion.  

Why ebooks?

A large part of our survey explored why readers favoured the various formats. 57% of students felt ebooks 
and audio books would help them ‘read, view and listen to books more often’. From this, we found that 29% 
recognised that ebooks would be preferable if travelling on a long trip, 14% felt they would be useful while 
travelling on public transport and 16% felt the format would improve their general pleasure in the reading 
experience.

Interestingly, 39% claimed there were no circumstances under which they would prefer an ebook. It appears 
that, amongst our student population, we have a large contingent that see little value in the format even for 
the reasons that are generally touted as positive by the format’s promoters and those who appreciate what it 
can offer to readers.
 
The different features offered by ebooks that appealed most to students were:

• 53% liked that they did not have to worry about returning to book (Overdrive has a pre-set return 
date – the book disappears from the device after two weeks).

• 50% liked that they could access the book anywhere, anytime.

• 41% appreciated that they could read on any device.

• 28% liked that they didn’t lose their place in the book.

• 27% liked that they could alter the size of the font.

Amongst those students who had read ebooks or audio books, how they had accessed the format was of 
great interest to our library service. We found that over 46% of those students who had read an ebook had 
accessed it on the Internet. In the main, these books fall into the category of fan fiction. In most cases the fan 
fiction being read is unpublished works that respond, in tribute, to current, popular titles. Anecdotally, it can 
be stated that this is an increasingly popular reading option for our teenage, girl readers.
 
This is not the only option online that makes up this 46%. More investigation would be needed to discern 
exactly what material these students are accessing, as this was not part of our survey. 34% borrowed the 
ebook from our own school library system, while 27% had purchased the ebook and 12 % had borrowed the 
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ebook from a public library ebook platform.  

Issues with use of ebooks

When asked why they had not borrowed an ebook almost 64% of students said it was because they were not 
interested in ebooks as a reading option. 23% could not find anything in the ebook/audio library offered by 
the school that they wanted to read, and15% did not have a suitable device. Another 12% had experienced 
technical difficulties and a further 12% had trouble with the instructions for use.

It must be noted that the system was not introduced until all students across the college had access to a 
laptop computer through the school. It was decided that, from an equity standpoint, we could not offer a 
program that could only be accessed by those who had a device of their own. Therefore, it was not until 
the school's laptop program had completed its rollout that the audio book and ebook library was added to 
our library service. The students who felt they did not have a suitable device felt that reading on a laptop 
was not satisfactory. These students were keen to read on a tablet, but they felt the laptop offered a lesser 
experience that did not interest them.
 
The technical difficulties referred to by 12% of students related to the slowness of Internet connection 
on occasion through the school network or a lack of adequate Internet connection at home. Our college 
connection has been strengthened recently and it would be interesting to see if this improvement changes 
students’ experiences and perceptions. Such feedback, though, indicates an area worthy of investigation for 
those considering implementing an ebook/audio book platform.
 
The 23% of students who claimed to not be able to find anything of interest to read in our library is another 
response worthy of note. We have worked hard to select books for our ebook/audio book collection that are 
of interest to our students. We have built up a library of approximately 600 titles and are continually adding 
to our list.
 
We have found, though, that a large number of the titles we would like to purchase are currently not available 
on the platform. In particular, we have found that titles by Australian authors are not readily available, 
severely limiting our choice. While all companies claim to offer many thousands of titles, their lists do 
not always include the range of titles desired by our readers. We assume that this is an issue that will be 
addressed over time but it is important that we acknowledge that not all print titles are available as ebooks or 
audio books yet.
 
We, and our student readers, exist within a period of exciting growth and change, but there is no doubt that, 
currently, the greatest variety is still only available in print. Shank (2012) in her article ‘Pew Survey Shows 
How Ebooks are Changing the Equation for Publishers, Readers’ argues that we are in a period where the 
power is shifting due to digital publishing – that readers have the ability to move between offerings like never 
before and that digital publishing is keeping material in print, and available, at unprecedented rates. While all 
of these arguments are valid, it cannot be stated that we have reached the point where all books are available 
everywhere at anytime, and this has limited what we can offer our students as a part of our ebook and audio 
book library. 

Do you think you read differently?

One of the most fascinating sections of the survey was the responses to the question – ‘Compare reading 
an ebook to reading a traditional paper book. Do you think you read differently? Or comprehend the content 
differently?’ I would like to discuss the responses from the students under a range of headings, in light of 
current commentary. 

Ebooks are great - ‘Makes the book more interesting’ 

Recent National Literacy Trust research from Great Britain found that "print remained the favourite medium 
for reading fiction for most children" (Picton, 2014). This research also found that the "proportion of children 
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reading ebooks more than doubled between 2010 and 2012 (increasing from 5.6% in 2010 to 11.9% in 2012)" 
(Picton, 2014). Jabr, in his excellent overview article 'The reading brain in the digital age: The science of paper 
versus screens' for Scientific American, found that:
 

recent surveys suggest that although most people still prefer paper – especially when reading intensively 
– attitudes are changing as tablets and e-reading technology improve and reading digital books for facts 
and fun becomes more common. In the U.S., e-books currently make up between 15 and 20 percent of all 
trade book sales (Jabr, 2013).

The most common reason for using an ebook amongst our survey respondents was the ability to read the 
book anywhere. Many mentioned travelling or using a tablet device or phone on public transport. Recent 
Pew Research Centre research found this to be a common reason for reading in the ebook format, claiming: 
"Those who read both ebooks and printed books prefer reading in the different formats under different 
circumstances" (Raine, 2014).

Our students, who preferred the ebook format, gave the following reasons: 

• Book is safe on computer and cannot be lost

• Don’t have to remember to bring it to school

• You can bookmark points easily

• Use on multiple devices

• Switch easily between activities on a computer

• Multiple books on one device

• Good use of (school) laptop

• When I read on my ipod the pages are smaller, so it is easier to comprehend

• I don’t think about how thick or thin a book is (on an ebook)

• If it is audio I would enjoy it more as I can hear the voice of the person

• I read more (in ebook format) because I am more adjusted to the computer screen

• You can make the font bigger

• There is less chance of losing your page

• I may just read more often because it is easier to carry

• It is easier to read when you don’t need to hold the book open or you can search in the book if you 
want to re-read a part of the book.

One response not given in our survey that does appear in the wider research is worthy of mention. Picton, for 
the National Literacy Trust in Great Britain, found that one reason for preferring the format was the ‘privacy’ 
that the ereader device offered (Picton, 2014, p. 9). Picton suggested that those who were reading below 
their reading age particularly appreciated that fellow students could not discern what they were reading 
when using a device, lessening their embarrassment at not being as proficient at reading as their peers. 
While respondents in our small survey did not mention this, it is an observation worthy of note for school 
library and classroom practitioners as it suggests that the ebook format may have a place when working to 
encourage reluctant readers.  

Paper Rules: ‘It’s fun to have a normal book.’ 

Our survey indicated a clear preference for print over ebook or audio format amongst our students. This 
mirrored other more structured research findings from around the world. The recent Scholastic research 
from the US found: "Nearly two-thirds of children (65%) – up from 2012 (60%) – agree that they’ll always want 
to read books in print even through there are ebooks available" (Scholastic Inc., 2015, p. 7).
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Jabr, in his synthesis of current research, found a range of similar findings:
 

In a 2011 survey of graduate students at National Taiwan University, the majority reported browsing a 
few paragraphs online before printing out the whole text for more in-depth reading. A 2008 survey of 
millennials (people born between 1980 and the early 2000s) at Salve Regina University in Rhode Island 
concluded that, ‘when it comes to reading a book, even they prefer good, old-fashioned print’. And in 
a 2003 study conducted at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, nearly 80 percent of 687 
surveyed students preferred to read text on paper as opposed to on a screen in order to ‘understand it 
with clarity’ (Jabr, 2013). 

The following comments are representative of students’ reasons for preferring print over ebook or audio 
format. 

• can make notes and use sticky notes with a print book.

• I can understand content of a book better if it is in print.

• I don’t believe everything should be in a technology form.

• ebooks do not appeal to me at all.

• Having print is easier.

• ebooks are complicated and annoying.

In the main, many students found it difficult to articulate why they preferred paper for their reading 
experiences. While they confidently said they preferred paper, they could not always explain why. More 
in-depth questioning and careful analysis would be needed to tease out the likely complex reasons for their 
strongly held opinions. The most often stated reasons from our survey are discussed in subsequent sections.
 
Sun, in a recent article for SLJ, titled ‘Ebooks take hold in schools – slowly’, suggested that:
 

The slow growth of ebooks adoption in typical school libraries is attributed to limited access to ereading 
devices and cost of ebooks . . .. Low ebook usage is also due to user preference for print books, lack of 
student awareness of ebooks availability, and lack of training about the downloading process (Sun, 2014).

These are all valid comments that need to be considered in what is a very complex scenario of interacting 
factors. 

Physical responses: ‘When I read an ebook my eyes become watery.’

Jeong (2012) found that: "Regarding eye fatigue, students had significantly greater eye fatigue after reading 
e-books than after reading p-books". This finding was borne out in the comments from our survey. A sample 
of student comments on this issue is listed here:

• it is bad for my eyes if I am constantly reading off the device.

• I can’t read for as long because I’m looking at a screen and it’s sometimes harder to see.

• I read differently because my eyes get sore quickly so I read less.

• I wouldn’t read as much on an ebook because my eyes hurt after looking at the screen for too long.

• because it is on a bright screen and I find it harder to understand it and comprehend it than in print.

• I don’t always enjoy it as much and when reading for a long time it can start to hurt my eyes.

• Yeah, it’s hard to concentrate on a screen. It’s bad for your eyes. And I read a lot . . ..

• Since I have trouble seeing and reading digital screens I prefer normal paper books.



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE74

RESEARCH & REFLECTIONS/ LA MARCA

• In my opinion, I enjoy reading a print book better because when I read an ebook my eyes become 
watery.

• I think that is more difficult to read a ebook because I don’t like how the screen is so bright on the 
devices and because of the brightness it hurts my eyes.

 
In an education system that increasingly relies upon the use of screens for various activities, these findings 
are noteworthy. 
 
The Haptics of paper books: ‘I prefer real books.’

Jabr (2013) refers to the "physicality in reading" and goes on to claim that:
 

evidence from laboratory experiments, polls and consumer reports indicates that modern screens and 
e-readers fail to adequately recreate certain tactile experiences of reading on paper that many people 
miss and, more importantly, prevent people from navigating long texts in an intuitive and satisfying way 
(Jabr, 2013).

 
Paul (2014) discusses the "satisfaction of the senses", and claims:
 

The smooth feel of paper and the rich colors of illustrations are largely lost in ebook reproductions. The 
distinctiveness of the reading experience is reduced, as well – such as when an oversized picture book is 
squeezed down to the size of an ereader screen (Paul, 2014).

In undertaking our survey, we had not expected children and young adults, our respondents from the ages of 
ten to sixteen years, to agree with these views. The students had grown up with screens. Surely they would 
not prefer paper for the sensory pleasure it offered! These are some of their comments about the physical 
nature of the book and its appeal:

• I like the feel of paper between my fingers.

• I would much rather have a real print book in front of me. We use electronics already in society way 
too much. It is good for teenagers to have a break from technology and read a hard copy book.

• I like the smell and feel of a real book.

• I cannot feel the pages.

• I think books are more captivating and there are less distractions because it keeps you interested 
and I like turning the pages. Reading a hard copy feels more authentic.

Many decades ago, McLuhan (1964) told us that "the medium is the message". He was not referring to 
the different formats of books but the statement appears to hold true; there is no doubt that format does 
affect the ‘message’ and our overall reading experience. The feel of a book, its impact on all of our senses, 
is something we have not valued highly or acknowledged. It is definitely part of the ‘old-fashioned’ reading 
experience that cannot be easily replicated. The physical nature of the book not only affects our senses but 
also the cues we are given as to how to progress through the text. Picton notes ". . . technology is unlikely to 
solve the problem of the tactile cues provided by the build up of physical paper pages read" (Picton, 2014, p. 
15). 

Comprehension: ‘I don’t process the information as well.’

Lam and fellow researchers found in their exploration of ebooks that: ". . . students indicated that eBooks 
are not yet a useful and practical tool for academic learning. Enjoyment of the ebook reading process was 
not high. Comprehension of digital text was also found to be challenging" (Lam et. al., 2009). This is not 
an uncommon finding. Jabr, in his overview, found "At least a few studies suggest that by limiting the way 
people navigate texts, screens impair comprehension" (Jabr, 2013). Jeong (2012) found that "pbooks appear 
to enable better reading comprehension". One of the most quoted recent research papers, by Mangen, 
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Walgermo and Bronnick (2013), found that "reading linear narrative and expository texts on a computer 
screen leads to poorer reading comprehension than reading the same texts on paper" (p. 67). These findings 
were borne out in the responses of our surveyed students: 

• I think it’s much better reading and comprehending reading from an actual print book and you also 
get a different but better feeling from reading from a printed book. So, I don’t really like ebooks as 
much.

• I think less about what I am reading (on an ebook).

• I don’t get into the books as easily (in ebook).

• Personally I find reading on a device harder to concentrate, as it looks very bland. I find books 
hard-copy better.

• I definitely prefer to read print books. I am less engaged, I find, when, if ever, I read an ebook.

• I believe it is harder to read on an ebook.

• I find I tend to skip paragraphs without realising it.

• I do not concentrate or pay as much attention to an ebook as I do to a print book. This will seriously 
hinder my learning if the school changes to ebooks.

What this means for educators requires lengthy investigation. We take for granted the use of varied 
screens in today’s educational climate without really considering what this means for our students and their 
comprehension of a given text. Assisting young people navigate the world of screens in a meaningful way 
is important. To do this we need to better understand how we interact with not only ebooks as a format but 
all of the varied screen formats that we read. The way we interact with text in various formats is a complex 
interplay of many factors, not least of which is our own perception – "Whether they realise it or not, many 
people approach computers and tablets with a state of mind less conducive to learning than the one they 
bring to paper" (Jabr, 2013). 

Distractions of format and connection to Internet

Only a small number of students in our limited survey commented on the distraction of the Internet or the 
distractions offered by the functions of ebook technology and how these factors impacted upon their 
reading. Comments such as this were noted:

• reading an ebook can easily distract students.

• I also think that the computer or phone carries more distractions than a hard copy.

Format/function of eBook – ‘It is more confusing, annoying . . .’

Research on electronic textbooks stresses the importance of "personal and technical readiness" (Kropman 
et. al., 2004). There is a sense amongst some of our survey respondents that they are somewhat unready for 
the experience of a different, or new, format for their reading. Some certainly seem disengaged by the small 
amounts of technical knowledge they need to navigate the platform, while others appear to feel ‘safer’ with a 
trusted format that they are familiar with. Students gave the following responses:

• I think I read slower because I have to turn the page and make sure that I have only turned one 
page, not 5! 

• It is more confusing, annoying and I would much rather a print book.

• I think that it is better reading a paperback because you can also look at the blurb, front cover of 
the book and read whenever you want to, not just when your device has charge.

• You would find it harder to understand because you wouldn’t be able to look back with ease.

• Computers always have problems.
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Jabr (2013) noted that "surveys indicate that screens and e-readers interfere with two other important 
aspects of navigating texts: serendipity and a sense of control" and that reading on paper makes "it easier 
to form a coherent mental map of the text" (Jabr, 2013). These findings help explain the responses from our 
survey where students feel unsure of the medium and have difficulty finding their way around a text in its 
ebook format. 

The NSW Curriculum and Learning Innovation Centre (2012), in their work on ebooks, found that "the 
readiness and training support provided at commencement contributed to . . . successful use". This indicates 
the importance of adequate training in the use of even the simplest platforms and devices. We cannot 
assume that all students are either knowledgeable or comfortable with new approaches. Ongoing support 
and backup must also be in evidence if any new platform implementation is to be successful. 

Implications for our library service

The results of our survey indicated a range of areas for our attention in relation to the ebook and audio book 
platform that we provided for our students. We needed to recognise that not all of our students want to use 
the platform. Despite this, offering the platform to those who were interested is still an important part of the 
mix of collections that we provide our community.
 
Comments by some respondents made it clear that we needed to ensure adequate instruction was given 
to all students in using the platform. We can never assume that any collection, and how to use it effectively, 
is always straightforward and easy for everyone. This is a timely reminder for all of our library team to 
continually educate our community in many and varied ways about our collections and how to access them.
 
The survey results also indicated that the format in which we read is a more complicated interaction than 
we may ever have thought. The extent to which a format is distracting or impedes comprehension, the ways 
in which the format can impact on our experience of the text both good and bad and the extent to which 
the format affects our senses, are all of interest in our work with our students. As educators, the impact 
of format on learning is of prime importance and a factor that cannot be ignored as we work to continually 
improve the literacy abilities of our students. Wolf, in her fascinating text, Proust and the Squid: The Story 
and Science of the Reading Brain, discusses in detail her concerns about how digital texts of varied kinds can 
impact on students’ abilities to interrogate information. She says:
 

. . . we must exert our greatest efforts to ensure that immersion in digital resources does not stunt our 
children’s capacity to evaluate, analyse, prioritise, and probe what lies beneath any form of information. 
We must teach our children to be ‘bitextual’, or ‘multitextual’, able to read and analyse texts flexibly in 
different ways (Wolf, 2008, p. 226).

 
Wolf’s comments resonate with our role as teacher-librarians, reinforcing our need to understand and 
educate our communities about the nature of format and its impact. 

Conclusions

This paper is a report on a small action research project. Despite this, it has generated from students rich and 
insightful responses that are both useful and intriguing. All sections of this paper would be worthy of more 
rigorous, structured research. Dickenson, in a recent review for the Australian Council for the Arts, claimed: 
"No contemporary Australian research on children’s leisure reading across different formats or media could 
be located" (Dickenson, 2014, p. 19). Obviously, work in this area would be timely in my own country and, 
despite there being more complex analyses already undertaken in other countries (Scholastic, 2014; Picton, 
2015; Mangen et. al, 2013), more could still be done. The discussion of format and its impact on the reading 
experience exists within a complex, changing world of many variables each of which is worthy of intensive 
investgation.
 
In a recent Guardian article, David discussed why we work so hard to encourage pleasure reading amongst 
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our students and why we search to find platforms and formats that will engage them and enrich the reading 
experience. She said: 
 
Children who read for pleasure have increased concentration, memory, confidence, greater self-esteem and 
general knowledge. Reading builds empathy, improves imagination and language development. These are 
important and relevant benefits, whether we live in a digital or analogue world (David, 2013).  

None of this is new to those of us working in school libraries, but it is worth reiterating. These benefits that 
David clearly describes are best attained through what Picton calls a "mixed reading diet" (2014, p. 17), and 
it is for this reason that we continue to offer new and different platforms and options to engage each and 
every reader. Adequate research into how these platforms interact with, and are used by, readers is of utmost 
importance if we are to fully support each and every reader in our community.
 
This paper has described what has proven to be a very valuable learning experience for all of those in our 
library team. It has enabled us to interrogate one of our collections and learn a great deal about its impact 
on our students. It has also encouraged us to think more deeply about format and the important role it plays 
in the reading experience. The final word, though, belongs to a wise and insightful year six student who, in 
response to one of our questions, claimed: "I don’t think it matters how you read a book as long as you LOVE 
reading". 
 
Postscript: There are plans to do this same survey in the future to assess the current situation and how the 
results may have changed since 2013. Anecdotally I would suggest that we have had a slight increase in the 
number of students using ebooks and audio books, perceptions and views remain similar.  
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Library collections as learning experiences

Anne Whisken

Synergy, 2015

Several conferences and meetings (Rethinking the collection, 2015; SLAV Central Metro Branch Meeting, 
2015) this year have canvassed the way librarians are reviewing their collection arrangements in the light of 
evolving library environments, particularly with regard to the move towards digital collections and the often 
allied views about the way library spaces will be used. Part of discussion around arrangement of collections 
also often involves the difficult terminology of ‘genrification’ or ‘collectionising’ or the controversial ‘messing 
with Dewey’. Ideas from academic and public libraries and the retail field about library design and collection 
arrangements have been covered in previous Learning Landscapes articles which looked at library design.
 
This article examines collection arrangements within the frame of the particular responsibility that school 
libraries have to support school curriculum learning. Rather than the WAY the collection is arranged in the 
sense of its physical or digital presence, discussion here is around the WHAT of different arrangements, in 
the sense of what items are put together for particular learning purposes. It moves from library as storehouse 
to library as a learning space, and collection use as a learning experience. Library design is still an important 
aspect of collection arrangement because without the appropriate spaces, hard copy collections cannot 
be arranged for optimal learning experiences. Similarly, the provision of appropriate online information 
architecture is essential for digital collection. The promotion of library programs and collections also is of 
great importance in school libraries, but it is the educational aspect of these which is core to this article. So 
how are school library collections best arranged to support the learning objectives of subject areas and the 
contextual learning of expert information practices? The thinking of Vygotsky and Bruce (2008) are used 
here to explore how a school library structures its programs and arranges its collections for best learning 
outcomes.

Theories of Learning, Information Literacy and Library Collections

‘. . . students' interaction can significantly influence their comprehension, a phenomenon described 
by Vygotsky in 1978 as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). He described this as the difference 
between a learner's ability at a given developmental level and the level to which a learner could advance 
intellectually with the assistance of an adult or peer.’ (Montiel-Overall, 2005, p. 27)

 Considerable research and writing has been done by secondary and tertiary librarians about how Guided 
Inquiry ideas from Kuhlthau, Maniotis and Caspari (2007), arising originally from Vygostky’s theory of 
ZPG, can be applied in design of learning experiences so that students acquire information literacy within 
the context of learning their subject content material and at identified points of need (Fourie, 2013). In 
such experiences, experts in subject content and information practice work with students in the social 
construction of new understandings about their subject and the best information and information practices 
to use. 
 
Christine Bruce’s Informed Learning theories provide another model for learning expert information 
practice within the context of subject learning, and propose that the way information is used is in itself a 
learning. It is a thinking that asks of learning design: what information practices are best for the learning of 
this subject content? What information practices are part of expert subject practice at this level of learning 
and what experiences can be provided for students to learn them? What subject learning will be enabled 
by this particular experience of information use? It is a model which looks at each information use from 
several different angles and says that such experiences need to be carefully designed for both the intent 
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of the learning and the user experience so that there is a purposeful gaining of skills. The social aspect 
of building knowledge by interaction with others is included, as well as considerations of format, source, 
process, selection, application, synthesis, storage and management, acknowledgement, re-presentation and 
publication. It provides ways of focusing on which aspects will be part of the subject learning in particular 
learning experiences.
 
Extended to library collection arrangements – in both their hard copy and evolving digital forms – this gives 
rise to thinking about how we arrange information sources so that the experience of their use for learning 
particular content is maximised. For example, how does the experience of browsing along a stack of strictly 
Dewey-arranged books in a particular subject area – and moving of necessity to other areas if this topic 
requires books in different Dewey areas – compare to browsing in an attractively presented collection 
curated by an information expert who has brought together all the books on that particular topic (albeit still 
in Dewey order) and who helps students discuss those choices and their relevance to the topic? How does 
the experience of doing a ‘quick Wikipedia’ or a ‘Google’ compare to accessing online articles selected and 
gathered together in an online learning environment for a particular learning purpose, with explanation by 
teacher and teacher-librarian about why these items were selected for this purpose – including discussion 
regarding validity, depth of language, breadth of coverage and comparison of them to the freely available 
material.
 
If we apply Vygotsky thinking to the learning that is taking place in this instance, we can see that the teacher-
librarian has become the expert mediator in the learning experience, bringing together those books or those 
sources that are relevant for that particular activity. True, we have been doing that for some considerable 
period of time: is that not, after all, the tub of books selected and sent to a classroom for Ancient Rome? Or 
selected on to a trolley for the research class visiting the library? Or the collection of some great sites in a 
pathfinder? How is this different?
 
It is posited that this can be different due to an arrangement which arises from asking questions about 
the learning that is to take place using particular information sources in particular ways. For example, the 
teacher and the teacher-librarian might have decided that one of the aims of an investigation about Ancient 
Rome will include development of explicit student awareness of source suitability for the question she has 
posed. The teacher and the teacher-librarian will introduce sources that are reliable and suitable, usually 
via a pathfinder – containing links or references to particular book encyclopedias and non-fiction books, 
online encyclopedias and databases, online videos, particular websites chosen for the purpose, and discuss 
with the students why they have been selected. The librarian will gather and present books from across the 
range of Dewey categories which are relevant to the topic in addition to the usual 937: warfare, systems of 
government, housing, agriculture, architecture. (At our school library this is a permanent collection within the 
area of Ancient History, in Dewey order, due to that curriculum focus). Perhaps in addition to the validity of 
the sources, it will be pointed out that the language complexity is suitable for the year level, the content is at 
the right level of detail, the illustrations and video clips bring extra knowledge or are the best available for the 
task purpose.
 
In another example, the teacher and the teacher-librarian would work together to construct an exercise 
in which students are to produce an annotated bibliography or literature review of online resources on an 
aspect of a topic, explaining and justifying why the resources selected are the best of those available to 
provide for an expert study of the topic. The teacher and teacher-librarian would model what is required. 
They might limit the type of resource to be used – such as nominated library databases so that students are 
forced to navigate, search, read and select across quality source material. The students would then have 
to justify their choices to their peers, and provide feedback to others. They would be engaging in a socially 
constructed movement from one level of information knowledge in their subject field to another: movement 
across the zone of proximal development.
 
In these examples, the teacher and teacher-librarian are working with the students to lead them on to a 
higher level of understanding of both content and of the source of the content information. They are helping 
students develop an explicit set of parameters to apply to new circumstances of source selection for 
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subject learning: is this source of information reliable, suitable, sufficiently detailed, of appropriate visual 
presentation; is it the best for this purpose; how is this one better than that; how will I acknowledge this in 
my work and what impact might be made on others by publication of my report? By watchful immersion 
in this information experience the students gain an understanding of quality suitable sources and can use 
that new knowledge for other information sources. This is a social, mediated experience of learning with 
information. Such informed learning experiences which lead students to the next level of socially constructed 
understanding within their subject knowledge do not happen by chance: they must be specifically and 
explicitly designed by experts.
 
These learning experiences are in place in many schools with good teacher-librarian staffing, and Guided 
Inquiry is a well-covered field. But asking questions about how the arrangement of our hard copy and 
digital resources feeds into the process is not addressed so broadly, and it is imperative that we do so in an 
environment where we see more than one school announcing that they no longer need libraries because it 
is ‘all available on the Internet’. Considerable development along these lines is being made currently by Lyn 
Hay in her provision of seminars about how to curate digital collections (Hay, 2015) where participants are 
introduced to the ". . . theory, research and practice of content curation. It highlights those aspects of curation 
where TLs and teachers add intellectual and instructional value to the collection of curated resources".

Informed Learning and the Wide Reader

There is probably more discussion in school libraries about the ‘genrification’ of fiction when collection 
arrangement is raised. Usually there are varieties of arrangements ranging from strictly alphabetical by 
author, with some side categories to cater for collections of short stories, graphic novels and picture books, 
to the fully ‘genrified’ collection in which all books are distributed into subcategories. These will often include 
any of the following: Adventure, Animal, Biography (not fiction but a useful inclusion in school library fiction 
areas), Classic, Crime, Dystopian, Fantasy, Gothic, Historical, Movies, Mystery, Other Cultures, Relationships 
(or ‘pink’ or Romance), Science Fiction, Senior Fiction, Sport, Thriller, War – and many more, depending on 
the particular need! Some opt for limited categories for the most popular, then have a general run of the rest. 
Why do we do this? What are our sound pedagogical bases? Again Vygotsky and Bruce provide useful touch 
points.
 
Bruce’s model would ask: what is the learning taking place with this information? Vygotsky’s theory would 
ask: how are these students moving from one level to another specified desired level, using interaction 
with each other to develop new understandings? In a well-structured Wide Reading program, it can be 
seen that both theories have particular validity. A good Wide Reading program is well funded so that there 
is a well-stocked collection of up to date, high quality, good condition books on the shelves and in eBook 
platforms. English teachers and the teacher-librarians work together to encourage students to develop an 
understanding of the genres that are available for them, to knowingly select books in an ever-wider range 
of genres that will engage them in sustained immersion in narrative so they can experience the satisfaction 
of reading a story to its conclusion. They learn the skills of interrogating the texts, of analysing the literary 
devices in operation and then reporting and discussing their reading with others, all the while building their 
understanding to new levels via interaction with each other and with the guidance of the experts in the field. 
 
What collection arrangements best support such a Wide Reading program? Good practice would suggest 
that a well-indexed library catalogue will direct students to the books in a desired genre, but in addition to 
that, practical experience would suggest that a physical arrangement of books provides an effective visual 
prompt of the genres that are available, and the titles within it. There is a big difference between scrolling 
down a screen – even with use of software to bring the titles into view, and faceted navigation to narrow the 
search result by age, or format, or year of publication, etc. – and the experience of looking at the book itself, 
picking it up, reading the blurb, seeing the number of pages, checking out the illustrations, comparing this 
one and that one and maybe moving over to another genre and doing the same and selecting one of those 
and bringing it back and comparing it and collecting a bundle of books and sitting down and reviewing the 
choices and reading the first page to see how it feels and asking your peers what they think and talking with 
the teacher or teacher-librarian . . ..
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Wide Reading classes have learning intentions: the teacher and the teacher-librarian have worked together 
to design the content and skills to be covered and by what experience the students will learn them to achieve 
the outcome goals. The ‘information’ here is not that often referred to as information literacy, but it is 
information nonetheless: it is the information of genre knowledge and selection skills, of author knowledge, 
of choosing one literary analysis skill over another, one format over another (full text or graphic, hard copy 
or eBook, fiction or non-fiction) and being skilled to make a confident selection between choices of oral or 
written report, group work or individual reflection.

Rewriting a Library Mission Statement – Collections as Learning Experiences

Application of the Bruce model of Informed Learning to the school library, its programs and collections brings 
an exciting opportunity to re-frame the library’s mission, in this case to ensure that collection arrangements 
as learning experiences are considered. This mission statement can then be used to direct collection 
development and its arrangement for curriculum learning, and the programs that enable this to happen. It 
can, and should, directly influence constant evaluation of whether the library holds the resources needed 
for learning in the school and whether they are being best used in subject learning experiences, and also 
feed into the curation of digital collections (Hay, 2015). Bruce suggests that we look at design of learning 
experiences involving use of information to learn from two perspectives: the intent of the learning and the 
experience of the learning. These two perspectives are referred to respectively as ‘Frames’ and ‘Faces’: we 
use six possible frames to design, and we examine the experience from the point of view of the student via 
seven possible faces. Core to the school library’s purpose is support of the school’s mission and goals: how 
then do we write a mission statement that meets those imperatives as well as speaking in a voice that directs 
(frames) and describes the ‘faces’ of learning experiences that ensure expert information practices are part 
of the core learning of subjects? And how do we apply that to the way we arrange our collections?
 
The optimal voice is used here to rewrite a mission statement for a library in an evolving digital environment 
that both meets the school’s mission and goals and meets informed learning objectives. Bruce has 
incorporated established theories of socially constructed learning into her models, with the particular 
purpose of building information expertise into the full range of discipline information use. Application of 
those understandings, based on Informed Learning, will enable building a mission statement and watch it 
play out in design and operation of library programs and arrangement of the collections. It also provides a 
structure through which to incorporate other relevant theories and ideas (Fourie, 2013; Hay, 2015; Thornburg, 
1999; Third Teacher, 2010).

Library Collections as Learning Spaces:

Influential Theories & Questions

Bruce’s Informed Learning (2008): How can school curricula be designed so that library collections are used 
to provide experiences of expert information practice in discipline learning?
 
Vygotsky’s (1978) Zones of Proximal Development: How can social interaction with information experts and 
special collection arrangements enhance learning with information?
 
Thornburg’s Primordial Metaphors (1999): How can archetypes be used to create spaces for learning with 
library collections and information experts which provide experiences of expert information practice in 
discipline learning? 

• Watering Hole (meeting & exchanging) 

• Campfire (instructive, co-operative planning)

• Cave (reflective)

• Mountain Top (celebrating, presenting).
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The Third Teacher (2010): How can the physical environment of library collection arrangements be designed 
and utilised to maximise their contribution to quality experiences of using information to learn?

The Library Collections as Learning Experiences:

Key Ideas

Beyond content: 
The idea that the way a collection is arranged can influence

• a learner’s experience of using information to learn 

• a reader’s engagement with and choice of books

The idea that this applies to physical as well as digital collections

• What ideas from the world of retailing and bookstores can help?

• What pedagogies can apply?

Library Mission Statement

Development of this draft library mission statement, expressed in optimal language, is done within the 
context of the school’s strategic directions and via the model of Christine Bruce’s Informed Learning (2008).

The Wise Independent Motivated Learner

Carey Baptist Grammar School’s Core Curriculum Focus: The Wise Independent Motivated Learner.
One of Carey’s key strategic priorities is student centred learning with strategies to enable each to achieve 
her or his individual best. This means that at Carey, 

‘. . . students will be encouraged and assisted to develop a clear understanding of their learning goals 
and the strategies to achieve them, including different ways of thinking and solving problems. Carey’s 
students need to know where they are going, how they are progressing along the way and how to move 
forward with confidence. Reflection on their progress will be supported by instruction and meaningful 
feedback from their teachers.’ (Carey’s Future: Strategic Directions Towards our Centenary 2023, 2014, p. 
4)

Visible Learning, Assessment for Learning and Differentiation are key pedagogies used by teachers 
throughout the curriculum, and Information Literacy is identified as one of the tools for working in 
development of 21st century skills by students. (Brinkley, 2010)

The Informed Learner 

A graduate from my school is a wise independent learner who uses information well. 

• Excellent information practice has been developed as part of subject learning so that authoritative 
sources are sought and information is used ethically and safely.

• Good information practices have been developed by experiencing use of quality information 
sources and acknowledging their use. 

• Students know that good information sources are authoritative, well written or presented, and 
suitable to their learning stages and purposes. 

• Teachers have explicitly directed students to good information sources and shown how they use 
them in their own work. 

• There has been explicit discussion about why one source was selected rather than another. 
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• In a variety of learning experiences repeated across subject areas as students progressed through 
the school, students have distinguished 

 – between authoritative and non-authoritative sources, 

 – between shallow and deep information, 

 – and knowingly selected information written at the right levels for them and suited to particular  
 learning purposes.

The Role of the Library in Informed Learning

Experience in use of good information practices within the context of subject learning requires

• quality information sources and

• repeated application of good information practices in a variety of situations

Physical Spaces

• Users are welcomed with clear signage and traffic pathways to lead them to preferred resource 
usage zones

• Convenient, interactive screens provide ready searching for sources 

• Retail push factors are used to entice and engage with resources 

• Arrangement of shelves and signage provide for intuitive and guided browsing for source 
selection 

• Furniture and shelving configurations enable both short interactions and longer focused 
discussion by small and large groups; small group study and coaching; individual silent study; and 
small and large group presentations

Digital Spaces

• The library catalogue integrates all paper and digital resources into a single search space using 
federated searching across many platforms and delivers results into a faceted navigation 
presentation

• The library website provides clear guided links to particular resource types, with pathfinders for 
subject research tasks and scaffolds for study skills such as referencing.

Collections

• Collections consist of high quality, authoritative hard copy and digital information resources which 
are matched to curriculum learning goals

• Collections are re-arranged and curated as required to provide for current curriculum learning foci 
with clear directions provided in the library catalogue as to physical and on-line locations

• Hard copy collection arrangements are attractive, using best practice retail push factors and 
advised curating methodology to encourage engagement and interaction. Students and teachers 
are confident that all the hard copy resources relevant to this topic are collected in this place and 
that digital resources are clearly signposted from here.

• Hard copy and digital resource collections are curated in such a way that students are lead easily 
from one format to another as interest, relevance and need dictate. In hard copy collection 
arrangements, signage using QR codes to direct students to online resources is placed at relevant 
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Dewey spots, and interactive search screens placed adjacent to the collection encourage further 
searching. In digital resource arrangements, pathways and links are placed within the context of 
the course page instructional design and lead students to both digital and hard copy resources.

Library Staff members

• Design online resource guides so that students can learn to find their own way to authoritative 
sources

• Curate hard copy and digital collections for particular purposes on a long or short term basis, with 
associated programs to entice and engage in their use

• Work with teachers 

 – to ensure that links to authoritative information sources are built into online course pages

 – to help students gain the particular information skills for learning purposes, such as catalogue and  
 database searching, note taking, referencing

 – to model and discuss with students aspects of good information practice, extending this to   
 evaluative and reflective examination of quality sources, aspects of source choice and suitability for  
 purpose, ethical and safe use of sources

• Work with students for individual guidance to support particular research purposes

The Wide Reader

A graduate from my school is a wise independent learner who knows how to select appropriate literature and 
is able to engage in sustained immersion in narrative.

Excellent reading practice has been developed as part of the English wide reading program so that students 
have encountered and responded to a broad range of quality young adult literature.
 
Students have the skills to select and read across a range of genres, and to confidently undertake 
book response and review activities including oral and written discussion. They have experienced the 
accomplishment of setting goals to develop their reading for rigor and depth of understanding and can link 
themes in literature to other areas of their curriculum. Students can see how wide reading enables them to 
start a journey of lifelong reading for enjoyment.
 
In reading promotion and extension programs students see how their teachers, parents and the community 
engage in reading and via author incursions and participation in the annual Carey Celebrates Literature 
Festival they meet and workshop with writers to find out how good fiction and non-fiction is created. 

The Role of the Library in Wide Reading

Satisfying experience of reflective and sustained immersion in quality narrative requires

• Quality literature

• Time devoted to reading

• Guided selection

• Skills for reflection and analysis
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Physical Spaces

• Arrangement of shelves and signage provide for intuitive and guided browsing for title selection, 
and the use retail push factors to entice and engage

• Seating configurations enable individual sustained silent reading, small group discussion and large 
group presentations

Collections

• Collections consist of high quality hard copy and digital book collections providing a range of 
genres suited to the different reading ages and levels of students and the School’s curriculum 
purposes

• Collections are re-arranged and curated as required to provide for current curriculum learning foci 
with clear directions provided in the library catalogue as to physical and on-line locations

• The library catalogue system incorporates federated searching and faceted navigation of search 
results to enable students to explore across collections in hard copy and digital platforms for 
titles, genres, authors, formats, dates of publication and other relevant subject headings

• Hard copy collection arrangements are attractive, using best practice retail push factors and 
advised curating methodology to encourage engagement and interaction. Students and teachers 
are confident that all the resources relevant to this genre or format are collected in this place and 
that digital resources are clearly signposted from here

• Hard copy and digital resource collections are curated in such a way that students are lead easily 
from one format to another as interest, relevance and need dictate. In hard copy collection 
arrangements, signage using QR codes to direct students to online resources is placed at relevant 
author or genre locations, and interactive search screens are placed adjacent to the collection to 
encourage further searching. In digital resource arrangements, clear links lead students to both 
digital and hard copy resources

Digital Spaces

• Full use is made of promotional capacities in the catalogue, learning management system, and 
book platforms to selectively promote titles according to user profiles. 

• Online spaces enable students to submit reviews and reports about their reading and to engage in 
discussion with their peers, teachers and teacher-librarians.

Library Staff Members

• Design online reading guides so that students can learn to find their own way to titles best suited 
to their reading needs

• Work with teachers to help and encourage students to set reading goals, manage their time to 
ensure books are finished, engage in online reflective activities

• Work with teachers in sessions that help students gain particular literary analysis skills for wide 
reading learning purposes

• Work with students for individual guidance to select books
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Teen reading in the digital era

Leonie Rutherford

FYI, 2017

Recreational reading of books has been linked to significant educational and personal benefits for 
adolescents. (Daggett & Hasselbring, 2014; Birr Moje, Overby, Tysvaer, & Morris, 2008; Kirsch et al., 2002; 
Sullivan & Brown, 2015. ) Books, whether print or digital, are also a vibrant part of Australia’s cultural 
expression. Therefore, for educators, librarians, book industry practitioners and policy makers, a clear picture 
of the reading engagement of Australian youth is important.
 
Overview of the pilot study

The Teen Reading in the Digital Era pilot study investigated Australian teenagers’ practice using traditional 
print and digital platforms for long form recreational reading. Following Naomi Baron (Words onscreen: The 
fate of reading in a digital world, 2015.), we used long form reading to refer to sustained, attentive reading of 
texts that are around 2000 words in length or more. In practice this generally means books, longer fiction 
or non-fiction available in print or digital formats. In the digital era, books and other long form narrative and 
informational texts can be accessed on a variety of platforms including print, tablets, phones and dedicated 
eReading devices. The study, therefore, focused on how and where print books (pBooks), eBooks and 
other long form digital texts are sourced, whether by purchase, borrowing or sharing, and the geographic, 
economic and cultural factors that influence such choices.

Key areas of interest were:

• Platforms – Despite the fact that young people are often assumed to be digital natives (Prensky, 
2001; Bennett, Maton & Kervin,2008.), there is little recent research about Australian teenagers’ 
preferences for reading modalities.

• Access – because we need to understand the barriers and enablers to participation in a reading 
culture.

• Diversity – because ours is a heterogeneous culture, with young people of different ages from 
various language, geographical and socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Our approach

We used two methods of investigation:

• A survey of over 550 adolescents from two states, Victoria and Western Australia. The survey was 
made up of precoded questions, with a few examples of open fields, where participants were able 
to describe their experiences in their own words

• A short, semi-structured interview with just under 40 young people from our study sites, which 
were Australian secondary schools.

Who was in our sample?

One Year 7, Year 9 and Year 10 class from each of the 13 schools were selected to participate in the survey. 
Ages ranged from 10 to 18, but 78% of the respondents were between 13 and 16. Schools were selected to 
represent a range of socioeconomic, geographic, and cultural factors. Selection was based on a spread of the 
ICSEA (Index of CommunitySocioeconomic Advantage) value of the school. The 13 schools included a mix of 
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metropolitan, provincial and rural schools. 

What were the study limitations?

Because we needed to obtain both parent and student consent to taking part, it is likely that we recruited 
a higher proportion of participants with an existing strong interest in reading. The findings may therefore 
skew towards higher reading engagement than in the general population of young people. The research 
did not include teenagers in years 11 and 12 due to concerns about the impostion on their learning time of 
delivering the survey in class, but including older teenagers would have been desirable to provide a more 
comprehensive picture of leisure reading across the teenage years. While the sample design was rigorous, its 
size, its restriction to only two states, and the number of regional and culturally diverse locations visited, was 
necessarily limited by the scope of a small, one-year project. 

A snapshot of select findings

How often do Australian teens read for pleasure?

The frequency of reading is influenced by a number of factors, including age (Howard & Jin, 2004; Scholastic, 
2015;  2016.), gender (Zasacka, 2014; Rutherford et al., 2017.), parents’ education level (Christian, Morrison 
& Bryant, 1998; Davis-Kean, 2005; Evans et al., 2010.), and place of residence(Ainley & Gebhardt, 2013; 
Pahl, & Bennett, 2013; Pegg & Panizzon, 2007.). As table 1 shows, those who don’t read for pleasure on an 
average day increases from 27% at age 11-12 to 42% at age 15-16. However, those who we might describe as 
heavy readers, or those who have a positive identification as readers, experience a much smaller drop-off in 
engagement as they enter the latter teenage years.  
 
More females than males read for more than half an hour per day (table 2), while the pattern is reversed 
for those who are not reading on a daily basis. Our findings show that there are significant numbers of 
adolescent girls who are only light or moderate readers, which indicates that there are important differences 
within as well as between gender categories (8. Large scale testing, such as NAPLAN, PISA and PIRLS 
indicate that race and social class create ‘gaps’ in reading literacy performance which are greater than those 
created by gender; see Martino & Rezai-Rashti, 2013.). 

Table 1: Daily Recreational Reading by Age in Years  Table 2: Daily Recreational Reading by Gender

How many books do Australian teens read?

The length or complexity of the books in question might have a real impact on how many could be read in any 
month. However, when we look at the volume of reading of the teens in our sample (see tables 3 and 4), we 
find a broadly similar pattern to the one discussed above (frequency). Those who don’t read any books at all 
in an average month increases from 9% at age 11-12 to 31% at age 15-16. The number who read one to two 
books drops off less steeply. The percentage of teens reading three or more books per month stays fairly 
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constant until age 15-16, where it drops only by 9%.  

When we look at gender as an influencing factor, we find that males make up a much greater proportion of 
those who don’t read at least one complete book in an average month, while females are more likely to read 
three or more books. 

 

 Table 3: Volume of Books Read per Month by Age Group      Table 4: Volume of Books Read per Month by Gender

What platforms are preferred?

One of the study’s principal aims was to investigate how far reading on digital platforms was a major element 
in adolescents’ practice. Survey and interview questions canvassed what devices were used, how teens 
sourced eBooks, whether they shared them, and what alternatives there were for longer form reading in 
digital formats.  

Our participants were asked about the digital platforms they had regular access to. Only 24% of those 
surveyed said they had access to a dedicated eReading device such as a Kindle or Kobo. Of these, only 16% 
read frequently on their eReader, while just over half read occasionally on it.  

Over half of eReader users have a Kindle. This is interesting from a library practice perspective, as it is 
currently not possible for legal reasons to borrow books from Australian libraries in the format that Kindles 
use. A few participants commented that they were unaware that it was possible to borrow eBooks from 
libraries. Others felt that it was too much trouble to install and use eBooks when print sources were readily 
available.  
 
The proportion of our sample with access to a tablet, such as an iPad, was much higher, while mobile phone 
access was almost universal (90%). Of tablet users, 10% 
reported that they read frequently on their device (fewer than 
eReader users). Fewer tablet users than eReader users report 
reading occasionally on their device. Responses to other 
questions and in interviews suggest that tablets are more 
attractive for other uses, such as gameplay. 

What are the barriers to reading more pBooks or 
eBooks?

Prior research tells us that reading more helps adolescents 
get better school results and better employment after leaving 
school. So we surveyed our participants about the barriers 
and enablers to their reading more, either print books or 
eBooks. Students could choose more than one kind of barrier. 

Frequency of reading on tablet
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The top choice was the difficulty of choosing a good book (61%), followed by lack of free time (56%), though 
half indicated that they would not choose to read given alternative options.  

Despite over half of our sampled teens reporting that they had a borrower’s card at their local public/
community library, school libraries seem to be the primary enablers of access to, or advice about, good 
books.  
 
Forty-eight percent said that having more good books at their school library would help them read more, 
contrasted with only 30% for their public library. This suggests that a priority should be resourcing school 
libraries with trained teacher-librarians to drive collection and provide informed reader advice. 

What are the barriers to reading more on digital devices?

Specifically considering reading eBooks, our sampled teens say the primary reason they do not read more on 
their digital device is a preference for print books. The second most popular reason is not liking reading that 
much. Other popular reasons reported include concentration issues, visual fatigue and the cost of eBooks. 
 
When given the opportunity to comment in their own words about how they felt about digital reading, some 
objected to the cost of eBooks when library borrowing was an option, while others felt it was easier to source 
eBooks free-of-charge. 

What are the alternatives to traditional e- and pBook formats?

The study also asked about long form digital reading that wasn’t the usual eBook or print book, and about 
applications for sharing and discussing books. It is clear from both our survey and interviews that fan fiction 
and other participatory writing and reading sites are a popular choice for fiction. Not all adolescents reported 
using file sharing fiction sites (around a third of our sample), but of these Wattpad was the most frequently 
mentioned (41% of those who read or download from sharing sites). Goodreads (10%) was the next most 
popular site, with over a quarter of 
such users not knowing – or possibly 
preferring not to disclose – which sites 
they used. 

How are teens accessing books?

Interview data suggests that both 
bricks and mortar bookstores and 
online retailers are used to purchase 
books. But many teens strategically 
borrow books from libraries to avoid 
the perceived high cost of books. 
Other respondents felt that digital 
versions of books were readily 
available free of charge. A number of 
interviewees mentioned just ‘Googling’ 
the pdf of the book. 

Who pays for eBooks and how are they shared?

Because the pilot study focused in some detail on reading using digital platforms, our questions about paying 
for or sharing books honed in much more closely on eBooks. Parents or other family members (38%) are 
the most usual resource for financing adolescents’ reading choices. While a substantial proportion reported 
buying eBooks for themselves (18%), the majority of sampled teens (56%) do not purchase eBooks at all. 
Only about a tenth of the sample reported sharing eBooks with friends or other family members. Of those, 
sharing one device, or sharing accounts, were frequent practices, while others used formats that could be 
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readily swapped between devices. Responses in interviews and in the ‘Other’ option within the survey also 
show that adolescents often trade information about where to find books, and consider this to be ‘sharing’ as 
well. 

Though young people are often quite strategic about finding websites and other sources of books, less than 
a quarter of the sample reported using social media to discuss books (18%). Of those who do, 63% do so 
once per month or less. But there is a core of keen participants in online book cultures who talk about books 
on social media 1-3 times per week (13%) or daily (5%). Instagram, Wattpad and GoodReads are the most 
popular book talk sites. Adolescents also discuss books in family and peer networks, though taking up this 
opportunity, where available, is influenced by a number of factors, including common reader identities and 
genre preferences, mutual exposure to books to be talked about, and family or peer networks that support 
rather than denigrate reading as a social practice (Merga, McRae & Rutherford.). 

What kinds of books do teens like to read?

Adolescents taking part in the survey were asked to give the titles of their three favourite books. Series 
feature heavily in the selections, as does fantasy. Australian texts appear alongside international titles. 
Graphics-heavy humorous texts that are generally be considered to be aimed at younger children are clearly 
popular choices with some readers. 

Favourite reads

Top Ten books or series

1. Harry Potter Series by J. K. Rowling
2. The Hunger Games Trilogy by Suzanne Collins
3. Diary Of A Wimpy Kid Series by Jeff Kinney
4. The Maze Runner Series by James Dashner
5. Divergent Trilogy by Veronica Roth
6. Once Series by Morris Gleitzman
7. The Fault In Our Stars by John Green
8. Percy Jackson & The Olympians Series by Rick Riordan
9. The Treehouse Series by Andy Griffiths
10. Skulduggery Pleasant Series by Derek Landy 

Top 10 Australian books or series

1. Once series by Morris Gleitzman
2. Treehouse series by Andy Griffiths
3. Tomorrow series by John Marsden
4. The Book Thief by Markus Zusak
5. Boy Overboard by Morris Gleitzman
6. WeirDo series by Anh Do
7. Deltora Quest series by Emily Rodda
8. Ranger’s Apprentice series by John Flanagan
9. Zac & Mia by A. J. Betts
10. Rondo series by Emily Rodda 

The top 5 genres

1. Fantasy
2. Contemporary realist fiction
3. Science Fiction
4. Autobiography/Biography
5. Action/Adventure
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Looking at literacy through the prism of information

Carol A. Gordon

Synergy, 2011

Man the food-gatherer reappears incongruously as information-gatherer.  
Marshall McLuhan

Moving from an oral to written tradition

It is difficult to imagine a time when most people could not read. They learned in the oral tradition without 
benefit of a written language that enables re-reading, revising, and re-interpreting text. Storytelling served to 
entertain and to educate people about the past. Information was malleable and dynamic, without verification 
or even authority. Information sharing was a communal event, powered by the spoken, rather than the written 
word. In a study of an illiterate society the researcher asked a female member of the society to describe a 
tree that was plainly in sight. She was bewildered by the request. “It’s right in front of you,” she replied. “You 
can see what it looks like” (Gleick, 2011). She saw no purpose for using words in a symbolic way when an 
image could instantly convey definition and meaning. Clearly, her oral tradition shaped the way she viewed 
language and the world.
 
It is tempting to speculate that it was the invention of the printing press that moved society from an oral to a 
written tradition. In his recently published book, The Information: A History, A Theory, A Flood, James Gleick 
looks at the central role information plays in revolutionising the way people think and communicate. He would 
disagree with the premise that the printing press created a literate society. Instead Gleick (2011) sees the 
discovery of an alphabet to be the founding technology for the emergence of literacy:
 

The telephone, the fax machine, the calculator, and, ultimately, the computer are only the latest 
innovations devised for saving, manipulating, and communicating knowledge. Our culture has absorbed 
a working vocabulary for these useful inventions. We speak of compressing data, aware that this is quite 
different from compressing gas. We know about streaming information, parsing it, sorting, it matching it, 
and filtering it. Our furniture includes iPods and plasma displays, our skills include texting and Googling, 
we are endowed, we are expert, so we see information in the foreground. But it has always been there. 
It pervaded our ancestors’ world too, taking forms from solid to ethereal, granite gravestones and the 
whispers of courtiers. The punched card, the cash register, the nineteenth-century Difference Engine, the 
wires of telegraphy all played their parts in weaving the spider web of information to which we cling. Each 
new information technology, in its own time, set off blooms in storage and transmission. From the printing 
press came new species of information organisers: dictionaries, cyclopaedias, almanacs-compendiums of 
words, classifiers of facts, trees of knowledge.

Hardly any information technology goes obsolete. Each new one throws its predecessors into relief. Thus 
Thomas Hobbes, in the seventeenth century, resisted his new era’s new-media hype: “The invention of 
printing, though ingenious, compared with the invention of letters is no great matter”. To a point, he was 
right. Every new medium transforms the nature of human thought. In the long run, history is the story of 
information becoming aware of itself (Gleick, 2011, pp.11-12). 

The digital revolution, like the print revolution, creates new media that is transforming human thought. 
Again it is tempting to say that the invention of the personal computer moved society from the analog 
to digital transmission of data. In this case, an alphabet of bits and bytes converts traditional alphabetic 
symbols to a binary language of 1’s and 2’s that represent a ‘on’ and an ‘off’ mode. This deceptively simple 
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notion re-invents analog music, video, and audio data and generates new genres of human expression and 
communication such as social networking, digital storytelling, and video gaming. Reading and writing are 
becoming social, rather than solitary, events, presenting new challenges for promoting the emerging literacy 
of adolescents. Behind digital texts, sounds, and images are a new vocabulary and syntax that support hyper-
text, interactivity, and emerging technologies. New conventions will re-define old ones as human thought is 
transformed.
 
The new Information Age is not an artefact of digital technology; it is the evolution of literacy to a new 
medium. Information has been at the forefront of every age since the invention, or re-invention of symbolic 
ways to represent human thought and creativity.
 
The result of the most recent information revolution is a new kind of literacy that is non-linear and multi-
modal. A transliteracy approach (Liu, 2007; Thomas, 2005) identifies the complex dimensions of digital 
literacy. The Transliteracies Project (Liu, 2007) researches technological, social, and cultural practices 
related to online reading. Transliteracy differs from the familiar concept of multimedia because it explicitly 
studies online reading which Liu defines as:
 

. . . the experience of ‘text-plus’ media by individuals and groups in digital, networked information 
environments. The ‘plus’ indicates the zone of negotiation – of mutation, adaptation, cooperation, 
hybridization, etc. – by which the older dialogue among print, writing, orality, and audiovisual media 
commonly called ‘text’ enters into new relations with digital media and with networked communication 
technologies (Liu, 2007).

 
Thomas (2007) defines transliteracy as, “. . . the ability to read, write and interact across a range of platforms, 
tools and media from signing and orality through handwriting, print, TV, radio and film, to digital social 
networks”. While transliteracy is a working concept rather than a theory of information, it has its place in the 
discussion of what it means to be literate.
 
How we conceptualise information and literacy raises questions about how we help youth to become 
digitally literate. As reading and writing in digital environments become social, rather than solitary events, 
elements of the oral tradition are returning to integrate with the conventions of traditional, print-bound 
literacy. It is important that school librarians and other educators ask the questions that matter. What does 
transliteracy instruction look like? What does it mean to process and manage information in a transliterate 
digital environment? What does ‘reading’ mean in virtual spaces? How does the digital environment 
affect information and reading behaviours? These questions are informed by what we already know about 
information and reading behaviour. 

What we know about the effect of digital environments on information and reading 
behaviour

People have always adjusted the way they read according to the genres, their purposes for reading, and the 
new technologies that are evolving (Manguel, 1996). Research indicates that the way people read digital text 
is different from the way they read print. Readers have developed new strategies for handling large volumes 
of digital information. Attention spans seem shorter and reading is becoming increasingly shallow. In a study 
at the University of Virginia, students characterised their reading in terms of reading just in time, skimming, 
or scanning material. One student reported: “Okay, I have another 10 minutes before class . . . what can I do? 
So I started out just looking at, just reading the chapter headings for the chapter” (Marshall & Ruotolo, 2002, 
p. 20).
 
The role of paper is changing. It is becoming less common to print electronic documents just to read 
them. Readers are printing out documents for other reasons because paper offers clear advantages over 
digital technologies for certain cognitive tasks (Sellen and Harper, 2001). People like to have the printed 
document as a reminder to read it or to share it. A study of university professors showed that they printed out 
documents which required close attention such as documents used for reference and grading (Marshall and 
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Ruotolo, 2002). Paper provides vital support in its role as a visible reading technology. With paper text people 
can physically interact with the text by making personal annotations or notes or highlighting in the text, by 
physically gathering materials for a focused task, and by clipping, or physically cutting out text such as an 
article from a newspaper. 
Sharing reading material is an interactive process more likely to happen with print text.
 
People are reading from their screens on their Pocket PCs, iPhones, and Blackberrys. A study of office 
workers found that reading is not a well-defined activity when done on the screen. When office workers 
read on paper, they have a clear sense of what reading is: it is a focused engagement with a single document, 
distinguished from related activities such as writing, filing, or talking on the telephone. On the other hand, 
when office workers use electronic documents, activities blur: they multi-task and skim the text (Marshall 
and Luckhurst, 2001). Mobile devices provide a better form for reading than computer screens. Increasing 
numbers of readers are carrying screens around with them that are more suitable devices for reading.

Research that identified the coping strategies described above paved the way for research on adolescent 
information behaviour. Rowlands and Nicholas (2008) found that youth has a preference for natural rather 
than controlled language and a strong tendency to use keyword spotting to avoid information overload. They 
use simple search strategies and have an unsophisticated mental map of the Internet. They do not review 
information retrieved from online databases for relevance, nor do what they think are unnecessary searches 
when they have already obtained the information required. Essentially, there is very little evidence that the 
Google generation is fundamentally different: there is little improvement in information literacy capabilities, 
including evaluating information and the authority of sources. These information behaviours are especially 
toxic for adolescents who struggle to develop improved reading comprehension. Liu (2005) found that 
adolescents spend more time one-time reading, non-linear reading, and read more selectively. They spend 
less time on in-depth, concentrated, sustained reading (Liu, 2005). 

What are the implications for the role of the school librarian in promoting and supporting 
literacy?

How do the information and reading behaviours of youth affect the way that school librarians support 
literacy? A study conducted in Delaware (Todd & Kuhlthau, 2005) revealed that school librarians have 
traditionally played a motivational role in reading through the selection and promotion of library materials. 
The school librarian’s efforts to encourage reading revolve around connecting children with books, 
particularly those books in the school library collection. Most reading initiatives that are school library-
based or supported by the school library tend to emphasise the reading of fiction which has had important 
consequences for boys, whose reading preferences are for non-fiction, in particular the areas of sports, pop 
music, and history, including war. (Lu & Gordon, 2007)
 
School librarians’ efforts to promote reading focus on motivating students to read through book talks, author 
visits, library displays, reading lists, and book fairs. (Todd & Kuhlthau, 2005). While these activities may raise 
the profile of reading, they do not directly involve students with interacting with text. Less often, librarians 
become involved in Free Voluntary Reading (FVR), which the research tells us has dramatic effects on 
improving reading, vocabulary, spelling, writing, and increasing motivation to read (Krashen, 2004). Programs 
in sustained silent reading create a culture of literacy as a fixed time is set aside for principals, custodians, 
teachers and students to stop work and read something of their choice. Although sustained silent reading 
has been shown to have good results in raising reading scores, many schools are reticent to take time out 
of the school day for free reading. Despite the research evidence that FVR is as, or more, effective than 
direct instruction aimed at remediating reading (Krashen, 2004), educators and policy makers do not seem 
convinced that proximity to books and other reading materials, time to read, and a comfortable, inviting place 
to read, is effective in raising reading scores.
 
Another form of Free Voluntary Reading practised in schools is mandated summer reading, which is an 
American phenomenon not widely practised worldwide. School librarians collaborate with teachers to 
create grade level summer reading lists from which students are required to read at least three titles during 
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their summer break. They also complete a project for each of the three books they read. These programs 
are typically based on limited choice, although the reading research finds that free choice is critical for 
motivation to read. Summer reading lists are typically overloaded with titles of classics, rather than books 
written for young adults. This has had consequences for low achieving students (Lu and Gordon, 2007) who 
prefer books about characters and issues relevant to their lives.Reluctant and low-achieving students also 
express a strong preference for alternative print media (i.e., magazines and newspapers (Gordon and Lu, 
2008) and the web.
 
Access to microcomputers and the World Wide Web in schools, homes, and libraries is dramatically 
changing how educators support and encourage reading. Informational text is no longer confined to a fixed 
library collection. Rather, the library collection is extended by a wide range of reading materials on various 
reading levels and subjects and in a variety of media formats. Students are no longer confined to a fixed 
library collection carefully selected by a school librarian. Unmediated reading materials and free access 
ensure that even the best of readers will encounter reading materials that are at their level of frustration. 
In addition, the role of information in learning, especially through inquiry learning, is shifting the school 
librarian’s priority to reading information text with comprehension. Research which studied how good 
readers monitor their comprehension resulted in reading for understanding strategies that are effective in 
raising the learner’s consciousness about comprehension. These strategies offer strategies students can 
use to fix comprehension when it breaks down (Goudvis and Harvey,2007). These strategies are particularly 
well-suited to inquiry learning and the interventions that support student progress through the Information 
Search Process. An important question for school librarians is whether these strategies work in digital 
environments and how they might be adapted for digital information searching and reading.
 
School librarians structure research units that engage students in problem oriented learning tasks rooted 
in real world issues. This pedagogy has transferred well to digital spaces. Since information skills are seen 
as thinking skills, students manipulate and transform information using the tools of higher order thinking: 
understanding, remembering, applying, analysing, evaluating, and creating (Anderson, L.W., et al, 2001). Web 
2.0 tools are effective in supporting inquiry learning. They function as interventions that provide help for 
students’ information seeking and reading in digital spaces while supporting inquiry learning.
 
It is clear that school librarians are at the crossroads of the transition from print to digitised information. They 
know that information is the raw material for building knowledge. They understand that literacy has several 
meanings as new and complex media formats and genres are evolving. They are the only professionals 
in education who understand the power of information and its intimate connection with learning. These 
understandings are critical to the teaching decisions that school librarians and educators are facing today. 
School librarians are positioned as leaders in helping educators understand and appreciate that information 
studies are highly relevant to helping students to develop transliteracy skills. It is time that this body of 
existing and emerging research is recognised as critical to understanding and designing learning processes 
for young people that are relevant to the digital age.
 
School librarians can help frame the right questions in order to arrive at pedagogical solutions that work. 
These questions are not about hardware; they are about how technology is wiring our brains and changing 
the way we see the world. These questions are not about whether library collections should include print or 
e-books, but about what it means to process information and read in a digital age. These questions are not 
about the future of the book, or any other reading technology, but about the future of information searching 
and reading. 
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The place of non-fiction texts in today’s primary 
school
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Historically, fiction texts have dominated classroom instruction and school library collections but there is a 
significant body of research that suggests the early engagement of primary students with quality non-fiction 
texts has a positive effect on literacy achievement, reading engagement and the ability to use the expository 
material students encounter in higher education.
 
The recent unprecedented rise in digital technologies has significantly increased the literacy demands being 
made upon primary school students. Students must now be equipped to read and write not only in the print 
world but also in the digital world. Students’ levels of information literacy and their ability to successfully use 
online digital resources significantly depend upon the ability of students to comprehend vast amounts of 
expository knowledge. With the current explosion of digital resources and severely limited school budgets, 
what place do non-fiction texts have in Australian primary schools today?
 
This 2010 study investigated the perspectives of a small sample of teacher- librarians and primary classroom 
teachers on the place of non-fiction texts in curricula and their pedagogical use. Teachers’ preferences for 
types of non-fiction texts in terms of text features and production quality were identified. Publishers from 
two leading Australian educational publishing houses identified current trends and future directions for non-
fiction publication designed for use in the primary school sector.
 
This study identified that a significant number of non-fiction texts are being used regularly for both 
classroom instruction and research, despite the fact there has been a reduction over recent years in the 
extent of non-fiction collections in today’s primary school libraries.
 
The research revealed the increasing tendency of the participants to purchase non-fiction texts to resource 
the newly created classroom libraries that are unfortunately beginning to replace traditional school libraries. 
The increased production of high quality non-fiction texts by leading Australian educational publishing 
companies is in response to this emerging trend.

On the basis of this limited study, it can be concluded that authentic literacy and research tasks using non-
fiction texts do have a definite place in the education of primary school students. Further, primary students’ 
engagement with non-fiction texts appears to promote literacy development and provide alternative sources 
of reading pleasure for young students, particularly boys. 

Non-fiction and informational texts

Duke (2003) defined non-fiction as a broad range of materials that can be divided into three main types: 
informational, narrative-information and informational-poetic. Non-fiction texts refer to any texts that are 
factual including biographies, non-fiction narrative and procedural texts.
 
Bamford, Kristo & Lyon (2002) provide a simple but useful definition: ‘Good non-fiction is the artful crafting 
of factual writing about a topic’(p. 8). Duke and Bennett-Armistead (2003) use the term ‘informational text’ to 
mean one type of non-fiction, the purpose of which:
 

. . . is to convey information about the natural and social world, typically from someone presumed to know 
that information to someone presumed not to, with particular linguistic features such as headings and 
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technical vocabulary to help accomplish that purpose (2003, p. 16).

Kristo and Bamford (2004) also provide helpful, contemporary definitions of both non-fiction and 
informational texts:
 

Non-fiction is the literature of fact . . . well-written, well-illustrated books on topics related to science, 
history, math and the fine arts. The latter includes a wide array of expository or non-narrative writing . . . 
books, brochures, articles, recipes, newspapers and selections from websites (2004, p. 12).

Expository texts

Moss (2003) defines expository texts in terms of their main purpose, suggesting narrative texts have 
storytelling as their main purpose, while expository texts are designed to inform, describe or report. 
According to Meyer (1985) expository text structures include description, sequence, comparison and 
contrast, cause and effect, and problem and solution. 

Information literacy

The concept of information literacy is also relevant to this research paper. Although Zurkowski is generally 
attributed with the development of the term ‘information literacy’ (Spitzer, Eisenberg & Lower, 1998), the 
most widely accepted definition of this term originated from the American Library Association’s (ALA) 
Presidential Committee report on Information Literacy (1989):
 

To be information literate, a person must be able to recognise when information is needed and have the 
ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the needed information . . . Ultimately information literate 
people are those who have learned how to learn . . . (ASLA/ALIA, 2001, p. 1).

For the purposes of this study, Duke’s (2003) comprehensive definition of non-fiction was adopted. This 
definition includes a range of non-fiction genres such as informational and expository texts and non-fiction 
narrative, but it excludes digital versions of factual texts such as e-books. 

Literature review: A historical perspective on the place of non-fiction books in primary 
schools 

In recent decades the use of fiction texts for classroom instruction, recreational reading and literacy 
development has dominated primary education (Duke, 2000; Yopp & Yopp, 2006). Non-fiction, however, has 
traditionally been a neglected genre in primary schools. Duke (2000) studied 20 first grade classrooms and 
found that:
 

. . . on average, informational text constituted less than 10 per cent of classroom libraries. And 
informational text represented an average of less than three per cent of the materials displayed on these 
classrooms walls and other surfaces (p. 202).

Duke concluded that teachers of young children offered them very little exposure to informational text, ‘an 
average of 3.6 minutes per day, even less for children in low socio-economic status settings’ (2000, p. 202).
 
Pappas’s (1993) seminal study of kindergarten children’s retellings of information texts challenged the long 
held assumption that young children’s literacy development began with the understanding of narrative rather 
than informational text. Moss (2003) demonstrated that not only could young children reproduce and re-
enact the language of informational text but they could also comprehend such texts with considerable skill. 
Duke (2003) highlighted the sophisticated responses of first grade students to informational texts. Students 
were able to make intertextual connections – associations between one text and another – in relation to 
content and style.
 
Researchers such as Guthrie (1996), McMath, King & Smith (1998) and Yopp & Yopp (2000) suggest that 
not only can young students effectively engage with non-fiction texts, but that such engagement actually 
builds upon the innate curiosity of young children about their natural and social worlds, assisting them in 
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their quest for understanding. Additional research over the past ten years (Oyler & Barry 1996; Smolkin and 
Donovan, 2001; Yopp & Yopp, 2000) has established that non-fiction texts are developmentally appropriate 
for young students. The integration of non-fiction genres into instruction appears to provide benefits for 
young children in terms of vocabulary development, reading interest, content knowledge and increased 
competence in both print and digital literacy.

Vocabulary development

There appears to be a strong connection between vocabulary development and comprehension. The 
International Reading Association and National Association for the Education of Young Children (1998) 
recognised this association and emphasised the need to expose young children to a range of vocabulary, 
including the vocabulary found in non-fiction texts which is more technical and specialised than the 
vocabulary encountered in narrative texts. Information texts can facilitate the development of vocabulary 
and word knowledge in young children (Reese & Harris, 1997). 

Reading interest

The reading interests of students are critical to the promotion of reading engagement and comprehension. 
Routman (2003) suggests a variety of reading material increases student motivation and that: “reading 
comprehension test scores are more influenced by students’ amount of engaged reading than any other 
single factor” (2003, p. 69).
 
Several studies have shown a heightened reading interest for informational text over narrative in the 
primary age group. Hartman (2000) for example, found that students in first, second and third grades chose 
information texts as often as they chose fiction, with boys being particularly more likely to select information 
texts. A three-year study by Doiron (2003) particularly highlighted the preference of boys for non-fiction 
texts. The study tracked library books borrowed by students in grades one to six and found that although 
all students borrowed more fiction (60%) than information books (40%), boys checked out more than two-
thirds of all the information books. The recent explosion of this genre in terms of availability, variety and 
production quality may well be resulting in a further increase in students’ preferences for non-fiction texts 
for recreational reading. Such a situation challenges perceptions concerning a purely utilitarian use of such 
texts. 

Content knowledge

Content area knowledge and literacy achievement at both primary and higher- education levels appear 
to be enhanced when young students are given opportunities to engage with non-fiction texts. Yopp & 
Yopp (2000) and Moss (2003) contend that young students will experience less difficulty with secondary-
level subject texts that are predominantly content based if they are exposed to non-fiction in the primary 
grades. The successful reading of such texts requires instruction that acquaints students with the intrinsic 
organisation, structures and distinctive features of the different types of non-fiction texts. Expository texts 
comprise most of the reading students will do in higher grades and subsequently in the adult world. Hartman 
(2002) contends:
 

If you really want to prepare a middle schooler for later success, teach that student how to fluently 
read, write, and critique informational discourse. The research on workplace, community, and academic 
performance all indicate that non-fiction literacy is central to long-term success and survival. (2002, p. 4)

Print and digital literacy

Literacy achievement is dependent upon the successful development of a range of reading and writing skills. 
According to Venezky (1982), the majority of reading and writing activities that adults engage in are non-
fiction in nature. The use of non-fiction texts by primary school teachers and teacher-librarians facilitates the 
development of informational writing skills and the production of alternative text types such as procedural, 
expository and instructional texts.
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The definition of what it means to be literate includes the ability to use new communications such as the 
Internet, e-mail and social media. Kamil & Lane (1998) note that almost 96 per cent of websites contain non-
fiction information. The vast majority of material read by students online is expository in nature. For example, 
in order to access information, analyse, evaluate and organise web content, students need to develop a range 
of critical reading skills that differ markedly from those required to read narrative text. Explicit instruction 
in expository text plays a critical role in equipping young students for the literacy demands of today’s digital 
society. Martin and Rothery (1980) argue that competence in writing non-fiction genres offers students 
access to ‘power’:
 

Persuasion, explanation, report, explanation and discussion are powerful forms of language that we 
use to get things done and thus have been ‘the language of power’. It can be argued that students who 
leave our classrooms unable to operate successfully within these powerful genres are denied access to 
becoming fully functioning members of society. This suggests we can no longer accept the overwhelming 
dominance of recount in our students’ non-fiction writing (p.131).

Research method

Data was sought from two cohorts: a selection of teacher-librarians and a group of primary classroom 
teachers from both government and non-government schools. The participants were asked to respond 
to email questionnaires. Personal interviews were also conducted with publishing managers from two of 
Australia’s leading educational publishers.
 
The first questionnaire was sent to 26 teacher-librarians who were members of the School Library 
Association of Victoria. The questions were designed to investigate current borrowing trends, students’ age 
and gender preferences for non-fiction texts, and the research and recreational uses of such texts in primary 
school libraries. The teacher-librarians were asked to evaluate publishers’ attempts to meet curriculum 
needs and to consider the future of non-fiction texts. Responses to the following questions were sought:

• What have you noticed about borrowing trends for fiction versus non-fiction texts among primary 
school students over the past five years?

• How do you account for these changes?

• Are borrowing trends influenced by gender?

• To what extent do students choose non-fiction texts for recreational reading?

• To what extent do students still use non-fiction texts for research?

• Does the age of the student influence their use of non-fiction texts for research?

• Do students rely on digital resources to the exclusion of non-fiction resources?

Seven teacher-librarians responded to the study (23%). The respondents had five years or more experience 
in their role and one teacher-librarian was able to provide a significant historical perspective on how students’ 
use of non-fiction texts for recreational and research purposes had changed over the past ten years.
 
The second email questionnaire was sent to 12 classroom teachers from four primary schools; both 
government and non-government metropolitan schools were represented in the sample. The sample 
included different socioeconomic and demographic school populations. The questions were designed to 
investigate the nature and extent of student engagement with non-fiction texts, teachers’ preferences for 
text types and the future of such texts. The primary classroom teachers were asked:

• To what extent are your students engaged with non-fiction texts in your classroom?

• For what purposes are your students using non-fiction texts in your classroom?

• What do you consider to be the main benefits of such engagement for your students?

• What features do you value in non-fiction texts?
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• What do you consider to be the future of non-fiction texts in the context of the digital revolution?

Ten classroom teachers provided data for this study (83%). The respondents represented all grade levels, 
had ten or more years teaching experience and were predominantly female. Only one male teacher informed 
the study.
 
Personal interviews were held with the Primary Publisher, Macmillan Library from Macmillan Education 
Australia and with a publishing manager from a leading Australian educational publishing company that 
wished to remain anonymous and is referred to in the study as Company A. The publishers’ responses, 
though limited in number, provided an alternative perspective on the research topic. The publishers were 
asked to comment on changes in the market for non-fiction texts, the current situation, and the nature of 
future publishing directions.
 
Research findings

Teacher-librarians

The analysis of the data from the teacher-librarian questionnaire produced the following key findings:

1. Despite the recent decline in both fiction and non-fiction borrowing from the sample school 
libraries, non-fiction books on interest subjects continue to attract a significant number of 
borrowers.

2. The number of fiction books borrowed by boys has increased due to the success of publishers in 
attracting this historically difficult market.

3. Boys tended to borrow more non-fiction texts then girls.

4. Younger students were more likely to engage with non-fiction texts for a greater variety of 
purposes than older students.

5. Students’ use of non-fiction texts for research was dependent on school policy and teacher 
practices.

6. Although senior students generally preferred to use the Internet for research, all the respondents 
highlighted the problematic nature of such research.

7. The teacher-librarians were uniform in their preference for particular text features and formats 
of non-fiction genre. The general agreement was that educational publishers were meeting the 
recreational and research needs of teachers and students with the publication of high quality 
texts.

8. The respondents unanimously agreed that high quality, interactive non-fiction texts with digital 
content would continue to have a place in primary school libraries.

The plethora of digital products available to young students would appear to be providing strong competition 
to print and yet five out of six teacher-librarian respondents maintained that students still want to borrow 
both fiction and non-fiction books. The most experienced teacher-librarian maintained that:
 

. . . there is an intense interest in non-fiction books about everything from dinosaurs, cars, disasters, sport, 
volcanoes to mythical creatures. I certainly do not think the availability of the Internet has had much 
impact on the interest in non-fiction in these interest areas at all, but it may have impacted on personal 
borrowing for research into curriculum topics.

Of particular significance was the recent increase in the number of fiction books currently being borrowed 
by boys. Reflecting on her return to school in 2001 following a twelve-year break, one study participant 
observed that there has been a significant increase in the number of suitable books for boys over this period.
 
Nevertheless, it appears that the relatively long-standing trend of boys preferring to engage with non-fiction 
texts for recreational reading as suggested by Dorion (2003) is continuing. This preference is particularly 
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noticeable amongst students in upper primary grades. A teacher-librarian with over ten years’ experience 
commented: . . .”boys will borrow non-fiction before fiction 98% of the time”.
 
All the teacher-librarians maintained that younger students in grades prep to three engaged with non-
fiction texts for both recreation and research purposes. They considered the expository nature of web 
information, the lack of easily accessible websites and the limited literacy levels of younger students made 
digital research very difficult for this age group. These students are being directed by teachers to use age-
appropriate, factual series such as those published by Macmillan Education.
 
One teacher-librarian was extremely concerned about the narrow definition of research held by many 
primary school children:

We work hard in the library here to discourage the notion that research=googling and are training the kids 
to use data charts, take notes from books and cut and paste [information] from websites into electronic 
data charts.

 
Another trend noted by the study participants was the tendency for senior students to rely primarily on 
Internet research, even though many do not have the skills to locate, analyse and critically evaluate the web 
information. The extent to which senior students used the Internet rather than printed informational texts 
appeared to be determined by school policy and teacher preference. One participant commented:
 

Some teachers borrow many non-fiction books for their classrooms and students are encouraged to use 
these texts for research, while other teachers, particularly graduates, promote the exclusive use of the 
Internet for research.

 
Students in each of the four schools were encouraged by most teachers to use both digital and printed 
texts. Teachers were the most influential factor in determining the extent to which students engaged with 
information texts for research purposes.
 
All teacher-librarian participants stressed the need to explicitly teach students research skills and lamented 
the continuing decline in the number of teacher-librarians in primary schools and the effect of this situation 
on the next generation of students:
 

This is a shame because in my observation, classroom teachers are not explicitly teaching research skills. 
They tell the children to go and research – they don’t necessarily tell them how to. Relying on digital 
resources in primary school doesn’t create effective researchers.

 
As expected, the teacher-librarians outlined a comparable list of preferred features and formats for 
informational texts to the list provided by classroom teachers. Suitable language, visually attractive design 
layouts, interactive formats, photographic images and a variety of graphic presentations for information were 
the key considerations when making purchasing decisions. There was a strong preference for multiuse text 
and digital Australian products. Macmillan Education was applauded for its excellent response to the text and 
digital needs of primary educators. 

Classroom teachers

The analysis of the ten classroom teachers’ data suggested a few of the same themes; however, their 
responses highlighted a greater range of benefits and purposes for the engagement of primary students with 
non-fiction texts than did the teacher-librarians’ responses. 

1. All teachers reported a significant level of student engagement with non-fiction texts for guided 
reading, literacy circles and book groups. A junior primary teacher explained: “60 per cent of level 
1 and 2 students use non-fiction as guided reading material”. They also highlighted the significant 
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number of ‘take home’ readers in this genre. 

2. Literacy sessions in the sample schools focused equally on fiction and non-fiction books. 
Teachers supported the Reese & Harris (1997) conclusion that vocabulary development is 
significantly affected by the extent to which students are exposed to the specialised vocabulary 
used in factual rather than narrative text. 

3. Comprehension skill development was considered to be another primary purpose for engaging 
students with factual texts, as was the need for students to learn how to effectively and 
accurately represent the vast amount of information available to them.

4. Teachers considered that non-fiction texts provided students with transferable frameworks that 
enhanced and extended their own writing. Instruction in recognising different text types such as 
persuasion, explanation, report and procedure began in the Prep level with the use of simple non-
fiction texts. All the classroom teachers commented on the need to make the implicit knowledge 
of text types explicit for their students. Non-fiction ‘Big Books’ were particularly useful as they 
provided a shared modelling experience. The need to learn to write in a range of genres other than 
narrative was thought to be an important reason for using non-fiction texts with primary students. 
The teachers seem to have accepted Wray and Lewis’s (1997) challenge to provide students with 
the ‘language of power’. 

5. The natural curiosity of students about the world around them (Reese & Harris, 1997) was 
highlighted by the classroom teacher sample. Teachers representing all levels of primary 
education considered that such curiosity was more directly satisfied by engagement with books 
about ‘real life’ as distinct from stories. Reading to ‘find out’ motivates students to choose factual 
books about an enormous range of topics including sport, natural disasters and animals. All 
respondents commented on the increased availability of high-quality visually attractive texts for 
young students. A junior primary teacher from a school with a highly transient population with 75 
per cent English as a Second Language (ESL) students stressed the crucial role of factual texts in 
literacy development for these children: "Factual texts provide links for our children with the real 
world. Stories are not enough, they need to see real people, real food, real parts of our Australian 
culture and this is not really achieved through narrative. Engaging with non-fiction texts provides 
the vicarious experiences the ESL kids need to make up for their limited experiential base". 

6. All teachers highlighted the high interest value of information texts for students, particularly boys 
and reluctant readers, who appreciate the non-linear reading style of non-fiction genre. These 
teachers believed this reading style was particularly important to develop as it characterises 
online reading. 

7. Middle years’ teachers commented that their practice of linking non-fiction texts to units of study 
gave students a purpose for reading. One such teacher has: ". . . used books on forensic science 
where students are intrigued about methods of facial reconstruction, DNA, etc, etc . . . It is better 
to be reading something than nothing. For students who have very little interest in reading for 
enjoyment or relaxation, they see a purpose in gaining factual information in their area of interest." 

8. Unlike the teacher-librarians whose primary focus was the use of non-fiction texts for research, 
classroom teachers suggested a more diverse range of purposes. All participants emphasised 
the use of non-fiction texts for the teaching of different genres of writing, such as procedural 
texts, expository texts and instructional texts. The opportunity to explore different text features 
and information graphics could only be achieved with non-fiction texts. Nevertheless, classroom 
teachers did comment on the invaluable role of non-fiction texts in providing initial research 
experiences, especially for young children. One teacher commented, “non-fiction is used as a 
model for initial research and then [the students] progress to the Internet”. 

9. All the classroom teachers shared the teacher-librarians’ preferences for high quality, well-
designed and appropriately-paced texts. The presentation, extent and complexity of text language 
were considered to be of paramount importance, particularly for younger students. The ability to 
use non-fiction resources on interactive whiteboards was also highly desirable. 
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10. Six of the ten classroom teachers believed non-fiction texts have a limited future, predicting the 
Internet will become the main research tool and source of information. Students were reported to 
be attracted to multimedia presentations of information and one teacher suggested that “perhaps 
e-readers will take over and online book stores and apps stores will dictate use”. The remaining 
four respondents stressed the importance of such texts for younger children who continue to 
experience difficulty in accessing digital information. One teacher observed that young students 
often spend considerable time trying to do Internet research, only to find the information is too 
difficult to understand. A few teachers would like to see an increase in the number of interactive 
texts that are reasonably priced for the schools market.

Publishing personnel

The personal interviews with publishing personnel provided some very different perspectives on the 
research question to those of the teacher-librarian and classroom teacher cohorts. The publisher and 
publishing manager shared a common assessment of the continuing decline in market demand for non-
fiction resources.
 
Company A’s manager described her company’s shift in focus from its traditional role in the resourcing of 
school libraries to providing non-fiction texts for classroom libraries. With the continuing decline in the 
number of primary school libraries and teacher-librarians, the primary classroom library is becoming a 
more viable market for their products. The reduction in school budgets has necessitated the production of 
low-cost non-fiction on high interest topics for the dual purposes of recreational reading and research. The 
Internet has significantly reduced the demand for and hence production of non-fiction library reference 
material such as encyclopedia sets and teacher reference texts. She considered the production of non-
fiction texts such as e-books, although still problematic at the moment, might well be a viable publishing 
option for her company.
 
The Primary Publisher at Macmillan Education was more positive about the state of the market but admitted 
that hardback sales of non-fiction texts are in decline. She believes there is still a demand for factual content 
but the form it takes has changed; hard copy text alone is not marketable. Her company is responding to 
the demand for a greater range of non-fiction topics and the inclusion of more digital content in such texts. 
Companion ‘Digital Sets’ containing CD-ROMs with web links are provided for the majority of their current 
non-fiction series. Their high-quality text formats and features are being designed to incorporate a new array 
of visual media.
 
Macmillan aims to engage young readers with non-fiction texts for both research and recreational purposes. 
The fact that Macmillan Education Australia has won Primary Publisher of the Year from 2007–2010 inclusive 
suggests the company is achieving such aims.
 
Company A’s manager commented on the ways in which her company is seeking to integrate Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT) into core literacy and numeracy resources. Classroom packs with topics 
suited to all levels of primary education are now being produced. To keep production costs as low as possible, 
old literacy titles are being reprinted in larger format and there is a move towards a magazine style format for 
new non-fiction titles, graphic novels and picture non-fiction will feature in future publishing lists.
 
Macmillan’s Primary Publisher stressed the importance of the ESL market for non-fiction texts to build basic 
vocabulary and concepts, as web information is often more difficult for such students to access. She also 
explained that classroom teachers prefer to use non-fiction texts to revise and consolidate topic information 
with their primary students. The publisher highlighted the need for her company to “go beyond CD delivery” 
in response to today’s education market demands for multimedia formats and digital delivery. The provision 
of more affordable broadband may in time make web delivery more financially viable for schools. However, 
Company A’s manager echoed Oblinger & Oblinger’s (2005) observation that:
 

in a wired world, it is easy to assume that all students have access to a computer . . . A ‘second-level digital 
divide’ may exist based on machine vintage, connectivity, online skills and computer-use support (p. 15).
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Conclusion

Societal expectations and students’ educational needs continue to challenge primary educators on many 
levels. The unprecedented availability of a greater variety of technological and pedagogical tools is redefining 
the place of non-fiction texts in primary schools. This limited research tentatively concludes that the study’s 
primary school teacher-librarians and classroom teachers believe that high quality, visually attractive and 
digitally linked non-fiction texts are intrinsic to literacy development, achievement and reading engagement.
 
The classroom teachers in this study are changing the role of non-fiction texts in primary education – it is 
no longer the neglected genre as suggested by Duke (200). Information texts are being used to create a 
community of learners who are able to write in a variety of genres for a variety of purposes thus taking up 
Martin & Rothery’s (1980) challenge to move beyond simple recounts. This limited study has shown that 
explicit instruction in a variety of text types, including non-fiction, forms an integral part of reading and 
writing pedagogy.
 
However, the use of non-fiction texts for research purposes appears to have become secondary to Internet 
use, particularly for older primary students. Prominent educational publishers in Australia are actively 
responding to the changes in market demand for non-fiction resources. Low-cost, high interest factual texts 
in a variety of interactive formats are being produced for the resourcing of the burgeoning primary classroom 
libraries. Digitally linked non-fiction texts are creating a middle road for publishers and educators and 
maintaining a place for non-fiction texts in the Australian primary schools today. 
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Windows and mirrors: visibility and representation 
in Australian LGBTQIA+ YA fiction

Nell Day

Synergy, 2019

Snapshot

This article, drawing on a panel discussion from the 2018 November SLAV conference, reflects on LGBTQIA+ 
writing in the current Australian young adult fiction landscape, situated within what has been a strong 
worldwide movement towards diversity of representation in young adult writing, and explores the ways in 
which diverse and inclusive collections are of value to young people. 

Books are sometimes windows, offering views of worlds that may be real or imagined, familiar or 
strange... When lighting conditions are just right, however, a window can also be a mirror. Literature 
transforms human experience and reflects it back to us, and in that reflection we can see our own 
lives and experiences as part of a larger human experience. Reading, then, becomes a means of self-
affirmation, and readers often seek their mirrors in books. (Sims Bishop, 1990).

The metaphor of literature as both holding up a mirror to readers’ own experiences and identities and 
offering a window through which to access the experience of others, developed by author and professor 
of education Rudine Sims Bishop, is a powerful one to guide librarians in purposefully curating diverse 
and inclusive collections. The idea of books as windows and mirrors provides a rationale for diversifying 
collections across a number of axes of marginalisation: where Sims Bishop’s work is largely focussed on 
cultural diversity, this idea also provides a strong rationale for building collections that represent diversity of 
genders and sexualities. This article, drawing on a panel discussion from last November’s SLAV conference, 
reflects on LGBTQIA+ writing in the current Australian young adult fiction landscape, situated within what 
has been a strong worldwide movement towards diversity of representation in young adult writing, and 
explores the ways in which diverse and inclusive collections are of value to young people both in affirming 
their identities and fostering understanding of and empathy for others.

At last year’s November SLAV conference, I had the privilege of hosting a discussion between contemporary 
Australian authors Alison Evans, Jordi Kerr and Jessica Walton, whose collective breadth of knowledge, 
experience and passion made for a fascinating conversation. Alison Evans is a zinemaker and the author 
of the speculative timeslip novel Ida (Echo, 2017) and the new queer zombie apocalypse thriller Highway 
Bodies (Echo, 2019). They have also written about non-binary gender identity for the Guardian and have a 
story exploring ‘the friendship side of queerness’ between two non-binary young people in Walker Books’ 
forthcoming Kindred anthology. Jordi Kerr is a writer, zinemaker, and youth literature advocate who has 
previously worked at the Centre for Youth Literature on projects including the Inky Awards and the Shift 
Alt Story course for teachers, and is currently a youth development worker supporting LGBTQIA+ young 
people. They are the author of a beautiful queer shape-shifter story in Fremantle Press’s Meet Me at the 
Intersection anthology as well as of a hugely informative series of articles for Archer magazine on queer 
Australian YA, and their work explores themes around body positivity, fat acceptance, chronic illness, and 
gender affirmation. Jessica Walton is a teacher, musician and author of works including the children’s picture 
book Introducing Teddy (Bloomsbury, 2016), the heartwarming story of a teddy bear’s journey towards 
gender affirmation. She contributed a short story about love, chronic pain and fan culture to the Meet Me at 
the Intersection anthology, saying that she ‘wanted to write something fluffy and romantic, because I would 
have loved that when I was younger’, and recently co-wrote a hilarious and razor-sharp episode focused 
on disability for the satirical ABC show Get Krackin’. The panellists represented an enormous amount of 
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experience, creativity and expertise and were incredibly thoughtful and generous in sharing their knowledge 
and ideas.

We kicked off the discussion of the importance of 
LGBTQIA+ representation in YA literature by reflecting 
on the authors’ own experiences of libraries and library 
collections as queer-identified young people. Alison 
Evans recalled their education in the Catholic system 
and their love of Tamora Pierce’s work, particularly 
the prevalence of ‘ladies with swords’. They described 
the extreme difficulty of accessing books with queer 
stories or characters and the fact that the few books 
available were American and seemed culturally distant. 
Their experience with libraries as a young queer 
person was ‘pretty awful because there was no queer 
stuff that I could find’. Jessica Walton experienced 
a similar lack of representation: while the school 
library was a safe space for her when she experienced 
bullying after her childhood experience of cancer and 
becoming an amputee, and she described ‘feeling 
respected and valued in the library’, she recalled only 
being able to find one book about childhood illness 
(Peeling the Onion by Wendy Orr) and commented 
that ‘disability representation was really bad and queer 
representation was non-existent’. Walton described 
her first experience of reading a book with queer 
main characters (Fingersmith by Sarah Waters) in her 
twenties, saying ‘I remember just crying reading it… 
feeling really angry and bitter that this was the first 
time I’d read something like that’. Jordi Kerr’s mother 
was a librarian and they recalled growing up in libraries 
‘camped out in the corner of the children’s section not 
finding any queer representation: I have no idea where 
it was’. Kerr commented that today the situation is 
‘better, but there is so much space still for things to 
improve’. They cited the important work of Jenny Pausacker who compiled a comprehensive audit of queer 
Australian YA in the thirty-year period to 2015, while also noting that during that period there was only one 
instance of a YA novel published in Australia featuring an intersex character (Alyssa Brugman’s Alex as Well) 
suggesting that there are particular groups under the LGBTQIA+ umbrella who still suffer from a lack of 
visibility in literature. 

Furthermore, Kerr underlined the importance of Own Voices literature in building a diverse collection. The 
hashtag #ownvoices was coined by author Corinne Duyvis to describe books in which ‘the protagonist and 
the author share a marginalised identity’. Kerr explained why this is a useful and important descriptor:

‘One of the ways I’ve sometimes described own voices is a little bit of a backlash to when the We Need 
Diverse Books movement started, and all of a sudden those who already had access to publishers, who 
already had a reputation, who already had access to that power and that platform, were suddenly producing 
stories about diverse characters, and it wasn’t necessarily reaching the communities who were needing 
to share their voices... It’s not that other people can’t or shouldn’t write diverse characters, because the 
world as it is does need to be represented in the literature that people access, but if you are writing a story 
where the protagonist is from a minority community and you are writing that particularly with a first-person 
voice, you are sharing something of that community’s experience, and you don’t have that lived experience. 
So if you get it wrong, you don’t pay the price of that. And that’s one of the things that really bugs me. Own 
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voices is a much shorter way of saying that we need diverse books by diverse people… There’s something 
particularly valuable in own voices books.’ 

Alison Evans agreed that ‘own voices is a way of re-balancing the industry.’ Jessica Walton strongly 
concurred about the importance of Duyvis’ work and highlighted her editorship of the Disability and KidLit 
website where 

‘disabled people review middle grade and YA books written for kids with disabled representation. The 
person doing the review shares the disability of the character in the book and it’s an incredible resource’.

As a author who is both queer and disabled, Walton is particularly well-positioned to discuss the importance 
of intersectionality in YA collections. The concept of intersectionality, first named by African American 
feminist scholar and civil rights advocate Kimberle Crenshaw in 1989, explores the ways in which people 
may be subject to marginalisation or discrimination on multiple fronts, and proposes that these forms 
of marginalisation overlap and intersect with each other. Walton illustrated this idea through her own 
experience, saying that 

‘as a disabled queer person, I often reflect on how I don’t necessarily feel at home in either queer spaces 
or disability spaces if they’re not inclusive of the full range of people within those communities. You 
might go to a queer event and realise that it’s not fully accessible. Or maybe I can get in there as an 
ambulant disabled person but there are other queer disabled people who are wheelchair users, who are 
non-ambulant, who would not be able to get into that space. Or if I’m in a disability space there might 
be someone talking about gender and sexuality and not mentioning LGBTI people at all as part of that 
discussion. So I think looking at the specific experiences of people who belong to multiple marginalised 
communities is really important and it helps us to identify problems. Having diverse characters is a really 
practical way of helping kids understand the world around them and the problems that are around them 
and to be able to maybe work towards solving those problems’.

The We Need Diverse Books movement which began in 2014 has been a huge force in promoting YA 
literature featuring diverse characters and characters with intersecting marginalised identities whether 
pertaining to culture, gender, sexuality, disability, First Nations 
identity, socio-economic status, neurodiversity or a plethora 
of other experiences. As the movement started in the United 
States where the publishing industry is much larger and 
the ethno-cultural demographics very different relative to 
Australia, the translation to the Australian context has at 
times not been a straightforward one and it may seem that in 
some areas our YA publishing is still catching up. In particular, 
many teacher librarians who seek to improve the visibility and 
representation of people of colour in their fiction collections 
may find a wealth of American content and only a small number 
of works that speak to the Australian experience, and this 
also holds true to an extent for LGBTQIA+ representation. 
Alison Evans reflected on why they think Australian content is 
particularly important in our library contexts:

‘American books about high school feel not real: Australian 
high school is so different, it’s like fantasy land. American 
content feels very alien to Australian teens: it wasn’t my 
experience and I couldn’t relate to that stuff.’

They reflected that this disconnect with YA realism was 
instrumental in developing their love of genre fiction: ‘I like 
genre fiction because it’s not pretending to be our world. It’s 
not contemporary so it’s allowed to be different and you kind of 
approach it in a different way.’ Jordi Kerr added, 
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‘And in terms of the difference between Australian and international [YA literature], the gender 
affirmation pathways in the US, and the legalities around it, are very different to the ones here. So if 
people are accessing information around that in literature from overseas, it’s not going to be accurate 
information for their own experiences and whatever hoops they might have to jump through.’

I invited the authors to reflect on the impact of LGBTQIA+ representation and intersectionality in library 
collections, and Jessica Walton spoke about her experience of seeking to create a diverse book collection for 
her own children. 

‘I think about my own kids: they’ve got a disabled mum, they’ve got two mums, they’ve got a donor, 
they’ve got a transgender grandmother, and yet… there are so many people  who are not in the picture 
books that most kids are reading. And I know from personal experience that when you don’t see yourself 
in books, it’s damaging. It does you damage over the years. It sets up the way you think about the world 
and the way you realise that other people think about you. It’s not just about what people are saying 
in those picture books: it’s about what they’re not saying and who they’re not including. You start to 
understand that you’re not in those books, that certain people are not in those books. It’s a message that 
we’re sending kids over and over again. With my own kids I tried to build a diverse library of picture books 
and that was really difficult because there’s not that much out there. But as I was reading each of the 
picture books that I found, it was a healing thing, and that was the same as reading the first queer book in 
my twenties. First acknowledging the grief of not having had that myself, and then going “oh this is really 
healing”: to read picture books and then middle grade and then YA and to kind of fill in those gaps and see 
everyone in those books and to go YES, we belong in there and screw anyone who thinks we don’t’.

Jordi Kerr added: 

‘I just wanted to add how self-affirming that representation is, and how literally life-saving it can be when 
someone in a position of power says “this story is worth telling”. The impact that has can’t be measured. 
One of my favourite quotes is from Adrienne Rich who said “When those who have the power to name 
and to socially construct reality choose not to see you or hear you...when someone with the authority of 
a teacher, say, describes the world and you are not in it, there is a moment of psychic disequilibrium, as if 
you looked in the mirror and saw nothing.’

By purposefully seeking out diverse and inclusive collections, according to the panel, teacher librarians 
have the power to move some of our most vulnerable young people away from this psychic disequilibrium 
and towards the healing experience of seeing their identities affirmed in the mirror of fiction. Alison Evans 
summarised: ‘What we’re doing is trying to make a softer world.’ 

While the panel agreed that LGBTQIA+ representation and visibility in contemporary Australian YA 
has certainly been on a positive trajectory, there was consensus that there is still plenty of room for 
improvement. Jordi Kerr commented: 

‘I want to see more trans characters, especially non-binary characters. Ida [Alison Evans’ novel], which 
was published in 2017, is the first YA book published by a mainstream Australian publisher that features a 
non-binary character. And yet the latest research on young trans people in Australia shows that 48%, so 
nearly half, of young trans people identify as non-binary. So where the heck are they seeing themselves?’.

Jessica Walton spoke about the need for the publishing industry to re-examine attitudes around creating 
windows into intersectionality in YA writing: 

‘There’s been this assumption in publishing for a long time that people don’t want to read something 
outside of their own experiences, and so when you have a character who’s disabled and queer and has 
chronic pain someone might go “oh that’s ridiculous, that’s a checklist, that’s too weird, no-one’s going 
to want to read that”. But I think that young people are proving again and again that they do want to read 
about people who are different from them: we’ve always wanted to read about people who are other 
than ourselves but there’s been an assumption that there’s no appetite for it. And it’s a self-perpetuating 
thing because if you never publish those books then no-one’s reading them and you don’t get a sense of 
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whether people like those books and whether they’ll sell. I’m really keen to see lots of people with multiple 
identities in books.’

Alison Evans reinforced the importance of diversifying publishing across a range of axes: 

‘And just trying to pave the way for other people as well. There are a lot of white people in the room: how 
are we making room for people of colour? When we talk about “what do boys read? What do girls read?”, 
what about non-binary people? There are at least two non-binary people in this room and we read a lot 
because we’re huge nerds.’

We wrapped up our discussion with a quick round of book recommendations from the panelists. Alison 
Evans, whose excellent novels Ida and Highway Bodies were unanimously recommended by the rest of the 
panel, recommended Walker Books’ forthcoming Kindred anthology (due for release in early June) which they 
described as ‘very diverse and very cool’. They also suggested Steph Bowe’s book Night Swimming (Text, 
2017): ‘It’s a really cute romance set in a country town: there’s a goat in it, it’s great!’. Jordi Kerr recommended 
the work of Australian author Marlee Jane Ward whose dystopian novella Welcome to Orphancorp and 
its sequel Psynode have recently been joined by a third instalment, Prisoncorp (Seizure, 2019). They 
also love the work of young author Alice Oseman, whose books Solitaire (HarperCollins, 2014), Radio 
Silence (HarperCollins, 2016), and I Was Born for This (HarperCollins, 2018) are great examples of diverse 
representation. They loved Emily Gale’s recent novel I Am Out with Lanterns (Penguin, 2018), of which they 
commented: ‘The healing and the representation in this book was so powerful and I cried so much’. Other 
favourites included CB Lee’s Not Your Villain (Duet, 2017), Pat Schmatz’s Lizard Radio (Candlewick, 2015), 
Jeff Garvin’s Symptoms of Being Human (Balzer+Bray, 2016), and the work of Adam Silvera, particularly his 
recent collaboration with Becky Albertalli, What if it’s Us (HarperTeen, 2018). Jessica Walton, who is a big 
reader of graphic novels, recommended Cece Bell’s graphic memoir El Deafo (Abrams, 2014), Deadendia by 
Hamish Steele (NoBrow Press, 2018), and Chad Sell’s The Cardboard Kingdom (Penguin, 2018). She was also 
enthusiastic about the possibilities of anthologies for young readers: 

‘I think anthologies are a really great way to get a whole lot of different authors into the hands of teens, 
so Meet Me at the Intersection and Kindred and even the LoveOzYA collection Begin, End, Begin 
(HarperCollins, 2017) which has some good queer representation: I recommend getting those books 
to kids because that way they can not only see lots of different kinds of representation but also try out 
different authors and different genres and find something that speaks to them.’

I felt very lucky to have the opportunity for dialogue with these three writers who are not only forging their 
own paths in the Australian literary landscape with their writing, but who have such a profound depth of 
understanding of the importance of visibility and representation in young people’s literature. Their passion 
and authenticity left me with a renewed understanding of how teacher librarians have the power to facilitate 
transformative literary experiences for the young people in our care through providing access to diverse and 
inclusive collections, and were a powerful reminder of the words of literacy educator Chad Everett who writes 
of diverse books that ‘in addition to texts being stories to be enjoyed, they are powerful tools of social justice’. 
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about gendered literacy
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The Problem with Gendered Literacy

When parents, teachers, and librarians distinguish between ‘boy books’ and ‘girl books’ they are enacting 
gendered literacy. It is not surprising that in Western culture girls prefer fiction while boys read non-fiction 
almost exclusively. Such gender-based preferences are reported by research findings in Australia: Girls read 
more and prefer narrative fiction rather than non-fiction. On the other hand, research tells us boys read less 
and prefer a wide range of non-fiction topics (Simpson, 1996). Studies of children in Taiwan and Hong Kong 
report similar reading preferences and behaviours with girls reading more than boys in elementary and 
secondary levels (Lin, 2000; Mok & Cheung, 2004). 
 
Standardised tests such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in the United States 
consistently report an achievement gap in reading and writing between girls and boys since 1971. In 2013 ‘. . 
. female students scored 10 points higher in reading than males . . . with no change from either 1992 or 2009 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014). International assessments such as PISA (Programme for International 
Student Assessment) and PIRLS (Progress In International Reading Literacy Study) report similar findings: 
Boys underperform compared to girls on most measures of verbal ability. These results have precipitated a 
perceived ‘boy crisis’ in literacy. Girls are viewed as better readers who find reading enjoyable while boys are 
viewed as problematic. There is concern, however, for girls’ low participation in digital media compared with 
boys, and their dismissal of non-fiction as enjoyable reading. With the shift in emphasis to meeting the needs 
of boys, will the literacy needs of girls be met? 
 

There is evidence to suggest that boys are becoming literate in many ways through out-of-school 
activities (Blair & Sanford, 2004), but girls are not engaging in these same activities. Although girls 
appear more successful throughout school, are the literacy skills they learn there supplying sustained 
opportunities to acquire lifelong skills? (Sanford, 2005)

This concern is highly relevant in a Digital Age that presents highly technical, information-focused skills that 
are changing what it means to be literate. Does gendered literacy create a dichotomy in literacy education 
that contributes to the achievement gap? Or is the achievement gap a symptom of the failure of gendered 
literacy practices?   

Problems in School Literacy Practices

Gendered literacy in schooling operates in an environment of literacy practices that are not research-based, 
nor are they working to raise literacy levels. A view of literacy as an individual achievement that can be 
measured exclusively by test scores has marginalised important dispositions for developing good readers. 
These ‘soft’ approaches to the ‘literacy problem’ ignore rigorous empirical research findings (Bandura, 1993; 
Guthrie et al, 1996; Guthrie & Davis, 2003; Wigfield et al, 2004; Gambrel, 2011; Wigfield & Guthrie, 2013) that 
demonstrate the importance of self-efficacy, reading motivation and engagement.

In addition, schools persist in privileging books; alternative media preferred by boys is not validated as ‘real’ 
reading. Fiction, particularly ‘good literature,’ is the preferred genre. Mandated texts and commercially 
prepared remedial reading materials trump Free Voluntary Reading (FVR) (Krashen, 1993) which is not 
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recognised as an effective way to improve emerging literacy. Reading remediation through direct instruction 
continues to be the preferred method despite research that demonstrates FVR is as, or more effective 
(Krashen, 1993). The classroom, rather than the school library, is seen as the laboratory for literacy 
development and the textbook, rather than the library’s multimedia collection is seen as the object of 
study. Emerging literacy in schools is still restricted to traditional print. Often the only place in schooling 
where there is an application of the concept of transliteracy, or the ability to use information across multi-
media formats, is the school library. As we have seen, the exclusion or marginalisation of alternative media, 
particularly digital media in mainstream education, is to the detriment of boys’ reading development as well 
as to the detriment of girls who are spending most of their time reading books in order to score well on 20th 
century tests that ignore 21st century essential skills.  

Studying Perceptions of Literacy 

These unresolved issues in literacy education feed my interest in the role of teacher-librarians in literacy 
education as I search for new ways to look at literacy. As a professor and dissertation adviser I have served 
on committees to review the research of doctoral students who are looking at problems in practice in new 
and exciting ways. I am never disappointed as I learn from their work. Emily Seitz was one of those students in 
the doctoral program at Rutgers’ School of Communication and Information in the U.S.. Emily was interested 
in exploring educators’ perceptions of literacy and the consequences of these perceptions as they manifest 
in the reading preferences, attitudes and behaviours of youth. She conducted a dissertation study to develop 
and understand a more nuanced view of literacy and gender.
 
Literacy is defined in Emily’s study as ". . . the reading and creation of texts both within school and outside 
of school". She views literacy practice as a gendered phenomenon (Seitz, 2015, p. 1) inside and outside 
of schooling. Her goal is to explore various perspectives of adults, children and young adults surrounding 
gender and literacy. Emily chose a qualitative design for her research study that takes place in a natural 
electronic setting called the KidLitosphere, a website that brings together over 550 blogs that address 
various aspects of children’s literature. A sample of 23 blogs was drawn considering two criteria: 

1. representation of the groups of interest noted in the research questions; and 

2. the blogs’ topicality relating to gender, reading, and youth. 

The bloggers are: educators (parents, public librarians, school librarians, teachers); published authors, 
editors, and published illustrators; and young readers (children and young adults). This article presents 
Emily’s data and findings on how educators and young readers view gender and reading and the roles they 
play in schooled and unschooled literacy education.  

Literacy as a Socially Constructed Concept

Gender defined

Emily carefully chose a body of literature that addresses several dimensions of gendered literacy to inform 
her study, placing it in a body of research related to her work. The underlying premise of her dissertation is 
that gender is a social organising phenomenon that children learn as they develop. 
 

Insofar as social practices communicate metamessages to the child, the acquisition of cultural 
knowledge can be considered a kind of subliminal pedagogy. In so far as the child gradually deciphers the 
meaning embedded in social practices, the acquisition of cultural knowledge can be considered more a 
matter of picking up information than transmitting it; in this case the culture itself  is more a text to be 
read – and read by an active, meaning-constructing reader – than a lesson to be taught. This simultaneous 
transmission and pickup of information is initiated every time the active, pattern-seeking child is exposed 
to a culturally significant social practice (Bem, 1993, pp. 140-141).

In addition to being socially constructed, gender is performative. 
 

Gender is an act that has been going on before one arrived on the scene. Hence, gender is an act which 
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has been rehearsed; much of the script survives the particular actors who make use of it, but which 
requires individual actors in order to be actualised and reproduced as reality once again (Butler, 1988, p. 
526).  

Literacy defined

Emily also defines literacy as a social process. She cites Vygotsky (1978): ". . . human learning presupposes 
a specific social nature and a process by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them" 
[emphasis in the original] (p. 88). 
 
Emily also draws from the world of practice to define literacy. What we mean by ‘literacy’ is changing in 
the digital age to include literacies in various media contexts. As the meaning of ‘text’ broadens from 
traditional print context to digitised information communicated through multi-media formats and networks, 
the definition of literacy is broadening. Digital and technological literacies are not restricted to achieving 
a particular score on a reading test. Digital youth need to understand and use the information transported 
through these media. This expectation holds the promise that literacy education in classrooms will go beyond 
de-coding words and even comprehending text to include interpreting and making from the information we 
read. It is encouraging to teacher-librarians to see ‘information’ identified as a core component of reading 
outside of the world of librarianship.
 

Digital literacy is the ability to understand information and-more important- to evaluate and integrate 
information in multiple formats that the computer can deliver. Being able to evaluate and interpret 
information is critical … you can’t understand information you find on the Internet without evaluating its 
sources and placing it in context. (Gilster, 1997, p. 6)

 This high expectation of information use as a learning outcome of literacy instruction complicates how 
educators define literacy in the digital age: Literacy as a social process; literacy as defined within a specific 
social context; and literacy as the reading and creation of diverse texts. An information-based approach also 
underscores the importance of school libraries in literacy education!

The intersection of gender and literacy

Emily documents the shift from a cognitive to a social focus in literacy education and reviews research 
on how children adopt gendered literacy through early socialisation and in connection with their mothers’ 
influence. Emily also explores gendered literacy as a biological phenomenon and as a remnant of an 
historically gendered educational system that has feminised teaching. It is no wonder that in the enactment 
of gendered literacy by children boys resist school-based literacy and girls embrace it. 

What Emily Learned

Emily posed four questions to guide her research. This article discusses two of those questions:

• What are the conceptions, their similarities and differences, of gendered literacy among literacy 
educators (parents, public librarians, school librarians and teachers) and children, young adults as 
represented in their blogging activities? 

• What patterns of resistance to the dominant conceptions of gendered literacy may be found 
among the blog posts analysed?

(Note that Emily also studied creators of texts for children – published authors, editors, and published 
illustrators – that are not discussed in this article.)
 
Here is some of the data from Emily’s analysis of the blogs that reveals gendered attitudes about literacy that 
reinforce what the research says. Educators perceive that boys are reluctant readers who are less advanced 
readers than girls. Iconic titles, such as Captain Underpants, appear often in the blogs. A mother stated:
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I think Captain Underpants is dreadful with it’s [sic] lowest common denominator kind of potty humor, 
but I would recommend it to a reluctant reader who likes that kind of book. The graphics, the actual 
kinesthetic appeal to the book, all make it worthy of being read. If a child is reading, I saw [sic] it’s a good 
thing. Lay off the judging (Seitz, 2015, p. 192).

Adults’ disparaging remarks about books popular with girls and boys abound in the data. This is what a boy 
blogger wrote about Diary of a Wimpy Kid:
 

Jeff Kinney really writes funny stuff! (My Nannah doesn’t get some of it, but that is okay because she is a 
girl.) Gregg out Heffley is the boy writing the diary about his day to day life. He writes about his family and 
friends and stuff that happens to him in school. It has lots of funny cartoons in it too. Two of my favourites 
were about a guy riding a skateboard and the second is about the things you can get away with saying 
when there is a substitute teacher. I can hardly wait to read the next book about Greg and his brother 
Rodrick (Seitz, 2015, p. 192).

In contrast, a librarian expressed her view of Diary of a Wimpy Kid: 

When I initially reviewed this book my main reaction was: Ick. As the mother of boys, I imagined my own 
children exhibiting the unremitting lack of consideration that mars Greg’s every action, and it broke my 
heart to think of a child so devoid of empathy. Doesn’t mean I haven’t recommended the book. There are 
some middle grade boys – boys who think fantasy is a ridiculous waste of time, boys who read Calvin and 
Hobbes and maybe Captain Underpants – and when I see those guys, I press Diary of a Wimpy Kid into 
their hands (Seitz, 2015, p. 193).

 Emily made four claims from her data that capture the categories of her findings:

• Claim 1: Gendered reading interests, particularly in terms of educators’ perceptions of boys’ 
reading interests and labeling of ‘boy’ and ‘girl’ books, are prominent.

• Claim 2: Gendered literacy behaviours (such as what students choose to read) and perceptions of 
these behaviors are important.

• Claim 3: Gendered reading interests, in terms of boys’ and girls’ expressions of differing reading 
interests, are evident.

• Claim 4: Participants describe the children’s publishing industry in the United States as female and 
white (Caucasian) dominated. 

Emily organised her data by these claims, forming categories of sub-claims and counter-claims. This scheme 
revealed an interesting finding in a counter-claim for Claim 3. ‘Children’s expressions of resistance – that is, 
not conforming to what would be considered gender-normative preferences . . . are evident (Seitz, 2015, p. 
265). A parent blogged about a daughter who prefers traditional ‘boy’ books:
 

We have a 6 year-old girl who is just as interested in books on football, soccer, the vessels and characters 
of Star Wars and space . . . than anything else. Other favourites are Amelia Bedelia and Knuffle Bunny. So 
. . . in our house the concept that there are ‘girl’ books and ‘boy’ books is, well, simply not true (Seitz, 2015, 
p. 265).

A teacher observed:
 

Having taught Alice [in Wonderland] for a billion years I can say with assurance that it is definitely not a 
girl book . . . In my experience boys tend to like it as much and even more than girls in my classroom (Seitz, 
2015, p. 266).

 A public librarian wrote:
 

Another big myth is that guys won’t read books with girls as main characters. I know for a fact that’s not 
true because some of you have written reviews and said that you liked the book even though the main 
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character was a girl.. . . (I saw a couple of guys today curl up in the library with Nancy Drew graphic novels! 
What guys want is a GOOD STORY [emphasis in original] . . . (Seitz, 2015, p. 266).

Parents, teachers, and librarians recognise that young readers defy perceived gendered reading preferences.
 
Emily’s Recommendations for Practice

Reading preferences of youth

Emily’s research strongly indicates that educators who work closely with children to develop their literacy ". . 
. are uniquely positioned to be change agents by encouraging youth and educators to read more broadly and 
to cross gender barriers" (Seitz, 2015, p. 305). She recommends that: 

• Librarians adjust their assumptions about what boys will enjoy reading, especially in light of the 
large numbers of youth in this study who expressed resistance to normative reading preferences 
of boys and girls. These young readers challenged assumptions about reading preferences, 
disagreeing with the expectations of educators that children are more likely to read books with 
protagonists of their sex rather than the opposite sex; 

• Librarians avoid labelling of books according to boy/girl in reading lists and readers’ advisory; 

• When choosing books for curriculum and instruction teachers could choose materials that are 
gender-neutral in terms of their appeal; 

• Librarians address parents’ preconceived ideas about reading materials suitable for boys and girls 
and encourage youth who cross the gender line in their reading choices. 

Reading attitudes and abilities

Educators perceive that boys do not like to read books and are reluctant readers who are less advanced 
in reading than girls. Parents perceive that there are not enough boy books available. Emily suggests 
alternatives to boys’ reading clubs and activities, including:

• Librarians promoting gender-neutral themes that broaden boys’ choices;

• Librarians promoting books that are appealing to boys and girls;

• Educators encourage youth to resist gendered reading decisions;

• Parents choose read-aloud books that challenge gender boundaries.

Resistance to gendered reading

While Emily’s findings reinforce gender-driven reading interests for boys and girls, her data present many 
examples of resistance to these stereo-typed preferences by parents and youth. She recommends that 
educators encourage resistance to youth’s choices and challenge gender boundaries. 

Conclusion

From the results of her research Emily concludes that the perceptions around boys’ and girls’ reading may 
have created the literacy crisis. She suggests that perceptions that boys are reluctant readers may result 
in boys being less practiced readers who score less well than girls on tests of verbal achievement. Emily 
provides many examples of resistance to gendered perceptions of boys’ and girls’ reading as indicated by 
evidence that boys are avid readers. On the other hand, educators align boys’ reading interests with stories 
with male protagonists, comics, graphic novels, science fiction, adventure, non-fiction, sports, fantasy, 
gross humor, stories featuring vehicles, and magazines. They disparage ‘boy’ books as less literary than 
other reading materials, judging non-fiction as a textual form that is boring and of lower worth than fiction. 
Educators rely on gendered perceptions of their ability to advise young readers. Their perceptions are 
gender-based in two different ways: Parents see their ability to be reading advisors as tied to their childhood 
experience as a boy or girl, thereby assuming that if they grew up a girl they could refer girls to books they 
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enjoyed reading. They also related their readers’ advisory ability to the sex of their children. 
 
Once again, as shown in several studies of reading preferences, attitudes, and behaviours of children and 
young adults, the message is clear to parents, teachers, and librarians: Listen to young readers when they 
communicate what they want to read in their words and actions. Respecting their choices will encourage 
them to read more and therefore, to read with better understanding.
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The Canadian school libraries / Eric Walters school 
library summer lending program: Findings from the 
research

Anita Brooks Kirkland

Synergy, 2020

Snapshot

Our regular Canadian correspondent, Anita Brooks-Kirkland, describes the Canadian School Libraries and 
Eric Walters collaborative effort to create the School Library Summer Lending Program in Canada. Brooks-
Kirkland also outlines the research that explored the resulting highly successful program highlighting the 
factors of access, choice and trust.

As I write this, we are in the midst of a worldwide pandemic. With sudden school closures, many students 
have found themselves at home for an indefinite period of time without access to their school library. 
Many school librarians did their best to get books into the hands of those students before they departed, 
and we are also witnessing unprecedented efforts to connect kids to books, authors and reading online 
as the pandemic progresses. But the fact remains that many students are being deprived of books for the 
foreseeable future. Arguably, the importance of independent reading has never been so widely understood.

For Canada’s students it seems likely that schools will remain closed for the remainder of the school year: it’s 
spring here, with summer vacation commencing at the end of June. That may then extend the book drought 
for two more months. Within this context, the research conducted by Canadian School Libraries about its 
2019 summer lending project may provide additional insight into the importance of the school library in 
supporting readers every day of the year. 

Canadian school libraries: Supporting summer reading

Summer in Canada. For elementary and secondary students across the country, an idyllic two months’ 
vacation from school to enjoy the fleeting warm weather, all manner of outdoor activities, family vacations, 
and a chance for leisurely reading. For many children the summer is full of opportunity, stimulation, and 
growth. However, a body of research indicates that for many children who do not have access to books and 
reading, the summer may leave them ill-prepared for the new school year. Even the most avid readers may 
find it challenging to find enough choice in reading materials to keep them engaged over the summer.

School libraries in Canada have collections developed particularly to engage young readers, yet Canada’s 
elementary and secondary students have no access to these resources over the summer. To many, including 
the editors of the Canadian School Libraries Journal, this made little sense.

For two successive years the CSL Journal published accounts of successful initiatives to support summer 
reading and promoted the idea with our tag line, Keep them reading, thinking and making. ‘Is there more we 
can do from the library learning commons to get more books into the hands of students and also spur them 
to keep on learning over the summer break?’ was the question put out to readers across Canada. 
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The Summer Lending Challenge is born

In the spring of 2019 best-selling Canadian author Eric Walters got involved with his CSL Journal article, 
‘School Is Out for the Summer and Your Books Should Be, Too’. He put out a challenge to schools across 
Canada to get books in their libraries out over the summer, into the hands of the students who wanted and 
needed to read. Walters’ call provided a wonderful opportunity for Canadian School Libraries to investigate 
whether summer lending programs in Canada’s school libraries could be successful, and if so, what factors 
would contribute to that success.

Reaction to the article on social media was huge, and before we knew it, over 150 schools had signed up. 
Walters sought and received endorsement from Canadian Children’s Book Centre (CCBC) and the Canadian 
Society of Children’s Authors, Illustrators and Performers (CANSCAIP) and both organizations actively 
promoted the idea via their own channels. He also received generous support from Orca Book Publishers, 
who agreed to provide program incentives. And so the Eric Walters Summer Lending Challenge was born.

Findings from the research

Through a detailed survey, the researchers sought to answer the questions:

Can summer lending programs in Canada’s school libraries be successful, and if so, what factors would 
contribute to that success?

What would be the benefits of implementing summer lending in Canada’s school libraries?

Over 80% of respondents in our survey reported very positive results with summer lending through the 
school library learning commons. The benefits of summer reading were consistent with existing research, 
but also revealed some unique outcomes. While the literature does recount involvement of school libraries 
in some successful summer reading programs, the potential of this simple model of summer lending from 
school libraries had not been fully explored.

Our study provides substantial evidence that summer lending programs have a positive impact on students. 
One might expect that students would appreciate the opportunity to borrow books from the school library 
over the summer but we were pleasantly surprised by the depth of student responses.

Respondents reported on student engagement in reading, appreciation of choice and time to read books 
without constraints as well as gratitude for the opportunity to borrow the books for the summer and for the 
trust granted to them to be responsible and return books in September. These findings were replicated many 
times in various schools. Positive responses were noted by those leading the summer reading programs as 
well as by many teachers, parents and administrators.

Factors contributing to success

Specific themes emerged as we analyzed the survey responses. 

Access: A summer lending program initiated by the professionals in the school library learning commons 
has proven to contribute to participation and positive results. Our research indicates that simply lending 
books from the existing collection will reap positive results and make good use of excellent resources 
without further investment. Loss of books is minimal and considerably less expensive than purchasing a 
few books for students to own, as is typically done in many summer reading programs. Even students with 
books at home appreciated having increased access. Public libraries are an important point of access, but 
many students remarked that they had limited access to the public library over the summer because of 
the challenges of just getting there. Access to books children want to read is key and the school library is a 
natural and inexpensive solution that is already in place. 

Choice: Over and over again in the literature review previous researchers proclaimed the importance of 
giving students choice of personal reading materials to ensure summer reading engagement. This success 
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factor was confirmed in our research by both students and other stakeholders. Students really appreciated 
the freedom to select books they wanted to read and the luxury of borrowing several books by their favourite 
authors or even a whole series. As expected, freedom of choice was an important factor in the success of 
summer lending from the school library learning commons. One special aspect to our study was the mention 
of having a professional on hand to guide student choices when needed. 

Trust: Probably the biggest inhibitor for schools to try summer lending from the school library is the fear 
of book loss. Our study sheds new light on this roadblock. Responsible behaviours cannot grow without 
opportunity and trust. Our findings indicate that students were very appreciative of the trust they were 
granted to care for and return borrowed materials. This factor was repeated again and again in responses 
from both students and other stakeholders. This trust translated into student engagement in borrowing 
books, appreciation for the program, and following through with their responsibility to return books in 
September. The gains in building trusting relationships with students surely outweigh the minimal loss of 
books. This factor seems to be unique to our study and it is hoped this finding will put to rest the book loss 
syndrome for schools in the future. 

The benefits of summer lending became clear through the research, and Canadian School Libraries can 
confidently make recommendations to school library professionals for continuing the success of and 
extending school library learning commons summer lending programs. 

Benefits of implementing summer lending in Canada’s school libraries:

• Engaging students in reading to address the summer learning slump

• Building a community of readers within and across schools

• Putting books into the hands of students during the summer and all year

• Getting more out of school library collections

• Building responsibility and trust

• Making reading a yearlong habit 

Realizing these benefits requires support from school administrators and teachers. Summer lending 
is a positive influence on placing the library learning commons at the heart of literacy and school-wide 
improvement. 

Recommendations for school library professionals for continuing the success of and extending 
school library learning commons summer lending programs:

• Share this CSL summer reading research widely and discuss the potential positive impact for 
students in your school or school district.

• Ensure that access, choice and trust are key factors in designing your summer lending program.

• Discuss the impact that administrative procedures can have on determining the success of 
summer lending. Consider increasing lending limits and streamlining processes to facilitate 
student loans and to reduce losses.

• Invest in promotional activities to engage teachers, parents and students in participation.

• Collect school data, and analyze and share results with administration and your school community.

• Continue to build connections with local public libraries and collaborate on ways to engage more 
students in summer reading, including overcoming potential barriers to access.
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Ideas to consider for extending programs to build a culture of summer reading: 

• Utilize online collaboration spaces and technologies and social media for discussions and activities 
to get students reading, thinking and making.

•  Investigate how the virtual school library learning commons can increase equitable access to 
quality reading materials.

• Reach out to reluctant readers and special needs learners throughout the school year and 
encourage them to continue connecting with books over the summer.

• Consider the needs of reluctant readers and special needs learners by providing access to 
appropriate texts and technologies. 

Connect to the full research study

Our full research report was presented as part of the sixth biennial Treasure Mountain Canada Research 
Symposium and Think Tank (TMC6), held in Toronto on January 31 and February 1, 2020. Connect to our 
report here. 

This edition of Synergy includes a report on the Treasure Mountain Canada Research Symposium and Think 
Tank. 

The report includes an extensive literature review, but provides little in the way of connecting to the context 
in Australia. While not Australian, this resource from the National Library of New Zealand. 

Are you ready for next summer?

CSL’s plans to expand the summer lending program and engage in a second phase of research during the 
summer of 2020 have been cancelled because of the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic. In the best-case 
scenario, schools may be back in session for a short time before the summer vacation. In that event we will 
do everything we can to encourage summer lending. Our hope is that the second phase of our research will 
be able to proceed during the summer of 2021.
Of course it’s spring in Canada, but fall in Australia. In all hope the world will have returned to some state of 
normalcy by the time summer vacation arrives for you. Our hope is that the findings of this first phase of our 
Canadian research may inspire school libraries worldwide, including in Australia, to set their books free for 
the summer!

Anita Brooks Kirkland, as a writer, presenter and consultant,  specializes in the areas of information and 
digital literacy and the role of the school library learning commons. She draws on her extensive experience 
as a teacher educator, both as an instructor in teacher-librarianship for the Ontario Institute for Studies 
in Education (OISE), University of Toronto, and in her previous role as the Consultant for K-12 Libraries 
at the Waterloo Region District School Board. Anita was a contributing writer to Together for Learning, 
Ontario’s guideline document for the school library learning commons. Anita is very active in professional 
organizations, currently serving as chair of Canadian School Libraries. She was the 2014 president of the 
Ontario Library Association, and has also served as president of the Ontario School Library Association 
(2005) and co-chaired The Association of Library Consultants and Coordinators of Ontario (2011-13). Anita 
shares an extensive collection of program resources, articles, and presentations on her website and blog, 
www.bythebrooks.ca.
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Mother tongue & world literature: How Singapore 
libraries serve their young multilingual patrons

Karys McEwen

Synergy, 2018

As the recipient of the 2017 SLAV Research Fellowship, I was fortunate enough to travel to Singapore in 
April this year to visit twelve school and public libraries. This gave me the opportunity to investigate how 
Singaporean library staff are creating dynamic resource hubs for their multilingual youth. As a country with 
four national languages, as well as an impressive reputation for international education, my library visits, 
observations and interviews provided a wide array of ideas on how we could improve our services to LOTE 
(Languages Other Than English) and EAL (English as an Additional Language) students in Australia.

At Glen Eira College, a public co-ed school in inner Melbourne where I work as the Head of Library, there are 
several language-based programs on offer to students. These include LOTE classes in French, Japanese 
and Hebrew, French and Japanese Immersion streams, and an adjoining English Language Centre (ELC) for 
newly arrived and international secondary students. Many schools in Victoria have similar programs, and it 
would be reasonable to assume that every school provides services for a number of students from language 
backgrounds other than English. Like most other schools, we have an incredibly diverse cohort at Glen Eira 
College, including many EAL students. I recently requested a report on the languages spoken at home by our 
families, and the number came back as 44, with a myriad of languages from Bengali to Swedish.
 
With this in mind, school libraries need to consider how to support students from all language backgrounds. 
According to The EAL Handbook, librarians or resource coordinators in Victorian public schools should 
"provide a range of accessible resources for EAL learners at different stages of EAL development" as well 
as “provide access to a range of factual and fictional materials in students’ home languages” (Department of 
Education and Training, 2018). This is a significant responsibility that could be improved by sharing ideas with 
some of our overseas colleagues, in the spirit of the International Association of School Librarianship (IASL) 
call to "foster a sense of community among school librarians in all parts of the world" (IASL, 2018).  

When I arrived in Singapore, my first stop was the Australian International School (AIS). The sprawling 
campus is home to four libraries and the staff who hosted me were exceptionally welcoming. Senior Library 
Technician Lenny Essi recognises the importance of supporting all students no matter their language 
background. "Our students are from all over the world," she said. "We support instructions in different 
languages for students taking the mother tongue or LOTE classes." At AIS, some of these languages include 
Tamil, Korean, Japanese, Spanish, and Hindi.

Head of Library Linda Twitchett explained that as an International Baccalaureate (IB) school, it is the 
expectation that AIS supports the concept of mother tongue and world literature collections. "Diverse 
collections support the IB principles of diversity and international mindedness," she said. "Mother tongue 
takes this further in the expectation that schools will support mother tongue instruction." This is something 
that is championed to a high level, with the AIS school website outlining that if a student wishes to study 
their mother tongue, and it is a language currently not being taught at AIS, then the school will seek a tutor 
of the highest calibre, in order for that student to be immersed in the language and culture of their origins 
(Australian International School, 2018).
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The World Languages collections at the Australian International School Central Library (left) & Junior Library.

Some of the library staff from the Australian International School (left) & the World Languages collection at the 
Senior Library.
 
There is certainly a celebration of language at the AIS libraries, with numerous displays and collections on 
offer to the students and staff. That said, Twitchett notes that it is always a challenge getting books in other 
languages. "Here in Singapore we take advantage of Kinokuniya for many of our world literature books, 
especially those most on offer such as Chinese, Korean and Malay," she said. "We also take advantage of 
parents and teachers who are visiting home or other countries to bring back books for our collection." This 
reliance on the generosity of families to assist in building the language collections seemed to be a common 
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thread with the international 
schools that I visited in 
Singapore – an advantage to 
working in a community of 
frequent flyers and worldly 
travellers.
 
The language books at 
AIS are catalogued first 
according to the language 
itself, then the Dewey 
Decimal Classification, 
and finally into fiction/
non-fiction. In the Senior 
Library, colourful spine 
labels denote each different 
language, with high interest 
books on display. In the 
Central Library (middle 
years), language books are 
stored in tubs and racks 
on low shelving within the 
classroom space of the 
library. Bright posters and 
displays alert borrowers to 
the collection. 
 

In the Junior Library, which has the largest number of different languages, the books are housed in multi-
coloured magazine holders and labelled with each language. Everything from Afrikaans to Romanian is 
represented here. At AIS, they also have digital resources to complement the physical collections, such as 
BrainPop and a Wheelers consortia collection of eBooks, both of which support learners in languages other 
than English.
 
Posters are the main way these language collections are promoted throughout the school. AIS also has 
numerous co-curricular activities and celebrations centred around languages, which include Chinese Drama, 

World Languages collection at the Australian International School Senior Library.

The UWC South East Asia Reading Room (left) & the World Languages collection at the Junior Library.
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Kapa Haka Maori Cultural Group, International Cultural Experience (ICE Day) and Mother Tongue Week.
 
UWC South East Asia (East Campus) was my next library visit in Singapore. Their two libraries were multi-
storeyed and gave an excellent first impression. Multiple copies of many of the books led to some intriguing 
innovations, including books presented on display stands with the copies stacked on the shelf behind, and 
coloured washi tape on the tops of signs to denote the year/month of purchasing. I spent several hours 
exploring all aspects of their striking spaces.
 
Teacher-librarian Barbara Reid said that a recent study of UWC students showed that grandparents of the 
school speak more than 67 different languages. It is clear why the languages collection, which is housed in a 
multicultural room, consumes an entire floor of the senior library. Many languages are accrued here, including 
more uncommon ones such as Finnish and Fijian, however Reid noted that Mandarin Chinese (taught 
language and the home language of many students) has the biggest representation.

In the junior library, the language collection also takes up a large amount of the floor space. This library 
includes a picturesque reading room with stairs leading to a reading window and a large display of cultural 
festivals from around the world, with numerous information books on this topic. It is clear that languages 
are something to be revered at UWC. Even the library staff office has a global feel, cheekily named the ‘First 
Class Lounge’. 
 
UWC relies on the help of parent volunteers for translating language books, and this was a common thread 
with each school I visited. Reid also seeks input from students and their parents when building the language 
collections. "We encourage EAL students and their families to donate books or to purchase books for our 
collection (which we refund them for)," she said. When relaying this call-out to their community, they are 
careful to communicate that any donations or purchases must fit their collection management policy.
 
Aside from the books in languages other than English, another section of the library that was impactful was 
the ‘Singapore Lit’ collection as well as the shelves that were labelled ‘‘Third Culture Kids’. Third Culture 
Kids (or TCKs) is a term coined by US sociologist Ruth Hill Useem in the 1950s, for children who spend their 
formative years in places that are not their parents’ homeland (Mayberry, 2016). Globalisation has made TCKs 

 
The World Languages collection at the UWC South East Asia Senior Library (left) & the Singapore Lit collection 
which includes the Third Culture Kids collection.
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more common, and in international schools, these students are plentiful. It was exciting to see the notion of 
global nomads acknowledged and celebrated in literary form.
 
Like AIS, UWC have a number of digital resources in other languages, including Epic!, myON and 
PressReader. Library staff were quick to point out that both digital and physical items in other languages 
are always most popular when promoted by the language teachers themselves. This collaboration between 
classroom and library staff is key.

During my trip I also visited a number of other international schools throughout Singapore, including 
Overseas Family School, Dulwich College and the Canadian International School (CIS). Each were impressive 
in their own right and showed a commitment to supporting their multilingual patrons. CIS was one that 
particularly stood out as being forward-thinking in their approach to language collections. 

Head of Library Lisa Miller estimated that there are 60 plus nationalities represented at her school. As in 
the other school libraries I visited, Miller relies on parent volunteers to translate books, and takes donations 
of items in the mother tongue languages. She also aims to keep the collection feeling fresh in order to 
encourage borrowing, which means the collections are reasonably small, with a focus on the ‘Top Ten’ books 
of the moment. She said that most language books are weeded after five years. 
 
Miller explained that she wanted to make sure the books were as easy to search as possible, and this is done 
chiefly through keeping the cataloguing records and spine labels simple and accessible. When cataloguing a 
Chinese resource for example, each title has the Chinese characters and English translation within the same 
line. World Language is given as a subject heading, and the spine label lists in order: Language, Collection, 
Dewey Decimal Classification. Library technicians at CIS use a number of sources for cross-referencing 
catalogued material, including the Chinese National Library. In terms of digital resources, CIS use Epic!, 
Wawayaya and The Story Player frequently, which supports their students in a number of languages including 
French, Mandarin and Spanish. 
 
Promotion and festivities are essential to keeping the collection widely-used, and to the effect CIS hosts 
mother tongue readings by parents in their library, and also recently sent out a survey to their students 
asking if they felt their language was celebrated at school. The results led to discussion about how to improve 
the ways students are supported in learning languages.

Although the international schools were remarkable in their scope, I was also grateful for the opportunity to 
visit a local Singaporean school during my stay. The Ministry of Education (MOE) is the primary implementer 

 
The World Languages collection at the Canadian International School (left and right).
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of the country’s bilingualism policy, which requires students to study the English language and their 
respective mother tongues (Sim, 2016). Most recent changes in this policy include greater emphasis on 
interaction skills and oral literacy in MOE schools, as a way of enhancing student ability to connect with their 
cultural heritage and communicate with others using their mother tongue.
 

The National Library of Singapore (left) & library@orchard – a public library in a large shopping centre that 
specialises in books on design & the arts.

When I visited, the Commonwealth Secondary School (CWSS) had recently renovated their library to 
make it more conducive to pleasure reading. The new space is open and contemporary, with well-designed 
display units, a small amphitheatre area, discussion pods built into the bookshelves, a reading corner and 
glass-walled meeting rooms. At CWSS I was able to meet with Dr Chin Ee Loh, an assistant professor at 
the National Institute of Education (NIE) and principal investigator of the ‘Building a Reading Culture: A 
Nationwide Study of Reading and School Libraries in Singapore Secondary Schools’ study (NIE, 2018).
 
After the completion of the refurbishment at CWSS, Dr Loh contacted the school to be the baseline 
study. The modern space with new collections includes mother tongue books in the national languages of 
Mandarin, Malay and Tamil. Although the collections are reasonably small, the positive feedback from the 
CWSS students shows how “the selection and advertisement of books made the library seem interesting 
and unusual, catering to the needs of the students to access a wide variety of books.” (Loh, Ellis, Paculdar & 
Wan, 2017). 
 
The library staff at CWSS are strong believers in the importance of reading for pleasure, not just 
achievement. In the language collections for example, the Tamil translation of Harry Potter is well-read, 
as well as the Mandarin language comics and series of short chapter books in Malay. Pop-up books and 
illustrated versions of classics are popular with EAL students who can better engage with the text due to 
the tactile nature. CWSS takes cues from the retail sector with book displays that attract the attention of 
teenage readers, and at the entrance of the library sits a display of ‘Stories From Around the World’. Like the 
other schools I visited, CWSS library staff make sure to take into account student and teacher requests, as 
well as suggestions from the National Library Board (NLB) when buying new resources. 
 
The NLB is invested in schools in a way that isn’t paralleled in our Australian context, but was certainly 
intriguing. As well as school libraries, I explored a number of public libraries under the NLB umbrella, including 
Jurong Regional Library, Pasir Ris Public Library, library@orchard, library@esplanade and the National Library 
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of Singapore itself. 
 
In Jurong I met with Associate Librarian Goh Jia Ying for a tour of the library, including Verging All Teens 
(V.A.T.), the first dedicated teen library service in Singapore. V.A.T. is a trial by the NLB to allow teenagers to 
design and manage a library space for themselves. The library services were planned and executed by teen 
volunteers and the environment is envisioned to inspires teens to live their dreams, express themselves and 
explore opportunities (NLB, 2018). Within this service, as well as the other library branches that I visited, 
there are numerous initiatives aimed at young people, some of them a direct collaboration with schools, or 
even going so far as to take public library books into schools for students to borrow.

  

The recently refurbished library at Commonwealth Secondary School (left) & their display with stories from around 
the world.

The NLB also offers consultancy to schools and numerous free resources including discoveReads reading 
lists and reading interest profiles, reading journals, Book Ninjas (in collaboration with the Singapore Indian 
Development Association) and Book Bugs. Their aim is to raise readers, and with the most recent Progress 
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS, 2016) showing that Singaporean children are among the best 
readers in the world, their efforts aren’t going unnoticed.
 
The NLB youth programs are inclusive of speakers of languages other than English. Read! Singapore is a 
nationwide initiative that recommends selected reads, runs talks and workshops, and reaches out to the 
community to spread the joy of reading in all four official languages (NLB, 2018). The V.A.T. library, as well 
as the teen mezzanine at Pasir Ris Public library have distinct collections of comics and graphic novels in all 
languages and various genres. The free resources the NLB provides schools are often available in Mandarin, 
Tamil and Malay translations and Language Month is a recognition of the importance of diverse language 
through author talks, book displays, and drama and poetry performances. These events aim to foster 
confidence and pride among people who speak the mother tongue languages. The work that they do to 
celebrate diversity and cultural heritage is admirable.
 
Back on home soil, I have begun working on implementing some of the ideas taken from my Singapore library 
visits to improve the way my own library serves multilingual students. At Glen Eira College, the library has 
housed French books for several years, but a recent weed of this (mostly donated) collection and the addition 
of around 40 popular French titles, including many English translations, has kept the shelves looking fresh, 
and borrowing statistics steady. This year we have also purchased and sought donations for new Japanese 
and Hebrew collections. 
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After discovering that 44 different languages were spoken at home by our students, I created a separate 
languages reference collection with dictionaries in different formats covering nearly all spoken languages. 
These have been borrowed frequently, surpassing my expectations. The investment in this collection has 
shown returns; a student recently discovered the new Tagalog dictionary and phrasebook and took it home 
so she could improve her language skills in order to speak with her grandmother. 
 
Throughout the process of developing these language collections, I have collaborated with LOTE and EAL 
staff, as well as teachers from our English Language Centre. This has been necessary for creating interesting 
collections that acclaim languages. Gemma Fisher, Leading Teacher at the ELC, encourages her students to 
read widely to develop their proficiency and knowledge of text types and purposes. "Engaging in an intensive 
language program, as well as facing the challenges of a new environment, culture and language, is difficult 
for all students so we hope that reading for fun can calm some of their stresses and help them to learn by 
exploring personal interests," she says. "Our students feel more connected to school and some say they feel 
very safe in the library. The manga books are very popular." 

Pasir Ris Public Library (left) & the Tamil collection. 

In terms of cataloguing, my library technician colleague and I have sought help from language staff in 
translating cataloguing information, and together we created a proforma with a list of which details are 
required to make it a simple process. If need be, we will extend this call to students or families. We have also 
widened the cross-referencing search from SCIS and Trove, to include Monash University (Japanese) and the 
Bibliotheque Nationale de France.
 
I believe the next step will be considering small collections in languages spoken by a high number of our 
students, but not taught, such as Mandarin or Russian. Although we have a ClickView subscription with some 
content in languages other than English, I will continue to investigate other digital resources to support LOTE 
and EAL students. We will also keep working to tie the library collections and programs into school-wide 
cultural celebrations such as Cultural Diversity Week, Bastille Day, Chinese New Year, Diwali, NAIDOC Week, 
and Harmony Day, among others.
 
Language programs and their supporting library collections are integral in adhering to the Victorian 
Government’s vision for "all Victorian learning and development settings to equip children and young people 
with the knowledge and skills to participate in and contribute to our diverse society as active and informed 
citizens" (Department of Education and Training, 2018). One way that library staff can help support worldly, 
eager students is by sharing information about programs and materials throughout the international 
community (IASL, 2018). The ideas gained from my Singaporean library visits have real-world impact on the 
learning and wellbeing of the diverse students at my own school, and I am thrilled to share these with my 
SLAV colleagues and other school library staff across the country. 
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Using data in a reading program: Showing the 
library’s impact on student learning

Julia Petrov

FYI, 2016

WIRED – Wide Interest Reading English Development – is the reading program for years 7-9 students at 
St Patrick’s College. Every two weeks students come to the library with their English class. After a brief 
presentation by a teacher-librarian, students choose their reading material and then read silently for the 
rest of the lesson. We have an extensive collection covering a broad range of subjects, genres and reading 
abilities. We also have a great library team who know the collection well and what suits different reading 
levels and interests. Over time the program has been developed and refined to best serve the needs of our 
boys. It had all the hallmarks of a good reading program, or so we thought. However, after reading the work 
of John Hattie (2012) we could see that we were missing a core element – the evaluation of the effect of our 
program on the learning and achievement of our students. 

Using data – NAPLAN and On Demand Testing

In 2013 we worked closely with the Head of Literacy, Sarah Slater. We started thinking about the different 
types of data available to us and how we could use it to evaluate reading skills both of the year levels as 
cohorts and for individual students. In response to our NAPLAN data, explicit reading skills were presented 
through the WIRED and boys were asked to practise these skills while they read their choice of books. We 
also considered how we could 
use VCAA’s adaptive On Demand 
Literacy test to better understand 
each student’s reading level. 
A review of those first results 
prompted us add a whole new 
dimension to WIRED as we saw a 
means of measuring the effect of 
WIRED on our students. 
 
Will and Specky Magee

In 2013 I had Will in my WIRED class. 
While I had suggested a range of 
different types of books throughout 
the year, Will just wanted to read 
Specky Magee. All year I didn’t 
push him as I was pleased that he 
was reading something and I wasn't sure of his reading level. Boys often say they don't like reading which 
is sometimes code for I can't read well. We have about 750 students doing WIRED every two weeks so it is 
difficult for the teacher-librarians to efficiently get an idea of every student’s reading level and match books 
appropriately. They may be on the right subject but either too hard or too easy. In term 4, as part of a move 
to start using the On Demand data, all students sat the Literacy test. Will achieved a very high score of 10.9; 
to be at standard he only needed 8.9. His result really got me thinking. I felt I had failed Will, and numerous 
others like him, on two counts. I had missed the opportunity to say how talented he was, that he was a great 
reader. I had also missed the opportunity to really encourage him to read books that would challenge him, so 
he could grow both as a reader and a person. Because of my experience with Will, and a few other students, 
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we developed a whole new layer to our program. Students are more accountable, English teachers are more 
accountable and so are teacher librarians. 

On Demand Literacy test

There are 30 questions in the Literacy test and it adapts to match a student's ability. The questions get easier 
or more difficult depending on how the student responds to the previous question so each student sits a 
unique test. Students can get a bad result if they don’t try, but they can’t fluke a good result as the test keeps 
adapting and gets harder with every question correctly answered. It is worth doing the test to see what it is 
like – it is really quite hard! It is also quite boring so we don’t like to over use this test. Some students do not 
apply themselves and score well below what we would expect them to achieve. Teachers are encouraged to 
retest students who have dropped 2 AusVELS levels. 

WIRED .5

We now pre-test students at the start of the year using the On Demand Literacy test. Every student has an 
individual goal for improvement by the end of the year. Although students read at different levels we aim for 
all students to achieve a minimum .5 improvement on their reading level at the end of the year when they are 
re-tested. Being able to personalise goals allows developing readers to be encouraged to make good reading 
choices to assist their continued development and competent readers to extend the breadth and depth of 
their reading experiences. 

What’s your WIRED.5number?

All students are told their WIRED.5 
number at the start of the year 
in an interview with their English 
teachers. The number
has become a very useful tool in 
matching the right book to the 
right student. It can be difficult to 
ascertain a student’s reading ability 
as teacher-librarians don’t know 
the students as well as their English 
teachers do but we make the 
majority of the book suggestions. 
We now ask, “What’s your WIRED 
.5 number?” We ask discreetly and 
look it up for the student if they 
don’t know. It’s much easier saying 
a number than saying how well or 
not you read. We then ask what they 
are interested in, which enables 
us to consider what we have on 

that subject or genre that suits the reading level. It is an effective, efficient way to match books to students. 
Every interaction gives the teacher librarian an opportunity to really connect with the student in a meaningful 
way. For developing readers we encourage them and take time to find something they will be able to access 
that is also of interest. For competent readers, the readers like Will, we take time to congratulate them and 
acknowledge that for readers at their level they should try new material that challenges them.
The response has been remarkable. Developing readers, particularly those in Year 9, really appreciate our 
suggestions of books with mature content but accessible text. The competent readers simply glow when you 
quietly tell them how impressed you are with their level and point out a range of texts they could consider. 
Many of them aren’t aware of just how competent they are and will often then try something totally new to 
them. 
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We already had ample titles in our collection to support the wide range of reading abilities of our students. 
With the addition of the WIRED.5 number we are better able to match the book with the student. Clearly this 
is not a new idea – primary schools regularly use Lexile tests and many organise their collections accordingly. 
The reason we chose the On Demand test is that it is prepared by VCAA and the levels correspond to the 
AusVELS levels which are useful for English teachers. Let’s never underestimate the value of knowing 
the collection. The English teachers can recommend books but often do not have a comprehensive and 
extensive knowledge of YA fiction. This reading program works because we can keep the good books 
coming, time after time. 

Administering the test

The library prepares codes for the English teacher to administer the test and as soon as the test is 
completed, the library emails the English teacher the results. While we provide instructions on how to set up 
the test and access the results, we have found that the English teachers are hugely appreciative of our emails 
with the results. 

Data & the English teachers

We aim to have WIRED.5 numbers 
for students by week 3 in first term 
which teachers find very helpful as 
they are just
beginning to get to know their 
classes. In term 4 we send the data 
in Excel showing how the results 
have changed for each student. 
We acknowledge that it is only one 
test and some students may have 
a bad day. It is only a snapshot of 
a student's ability and needs to 
be used in conjunction with other 
classroom assessment for a better 
understanding of a student’s 
progress. Teachers obviously 
consider other test results when 
reporting. 

Reader profile survey

Best practice requires programs to be regularly reviewed to confirm they are meeting their stated goals, and 
it is important to ensure that we measure outcomes of the program not only in terms of developing reader 
aptitude but also reader attitudes. We do this through a Reader Profile Survey at the start and the end of 
the year. The English teachers use the Reader Profiles for interviews with students about reading habits 
and interests. The WIRED team reviews the data holistically looking for trends and areas where the program 
can be improved. Time and time again at the end of the year the boys report the thing they like most about 
WIRED is theopportunity to read a good book. They love being granted the time to read something they have 
selected and is of interest to them.  
 
There are two important messages from the survey that we needed to report to our school community. 
Firstly, boys like reading when they have good books. Contrary to what we might think, they love fiction. 
Again and again our survey data of hundreds of students shows us this. Countless research shows that the 
more you read, the more proficient you become at reading thus allowing you to access more complex works. 
The best way we can support a student’s literacy development is to provide him with access to books about 
subjects that really interest him. Thus we need to ensure we have a library team with a thorough knowledge 
of our unique collection. This specialised knowledge is valuable and not something that can be outsourced. 
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The other important message from the Reader Profile data for us all is that boys like reading when they have 
the time. It requires us to sanction time for students to immerse themselves in a book. We need to
designate time to read both at school and as part of the homework regime. We know that sustained silent 
reading greatly enhances a student’s language development. We also know that reading requires more of us 
than sitting passively in front of a screen. Adults need to model reading, to show that we see it as a valuable 
use of time and ensure that reading happens regularly. 

Evidence of practice

At the end of 2015 we published our data on our WIRED website. We tracked the changes in the On Demand 
Literacy test results for each student to measure the impact of the WIRED program – to see if students 
achieved their .5 goal. We also extensively reviewed the Reader Survey data taking particular note of what 
students liked about the program and their suggested changes. Our findings are at http://wiredspc.weebly.
com/wired-data-2015.html
 
This year we presented the 2015 data to our WIRED classes showing the boys that we take reading seriously, 
we take the program seriously and we take their personal growth seriously. We expect them to do the same – 
everyone is accountable.

It has absolutely been worth the time to collect, review, reflect and present our findings. Our ‘local data’ 
(Todd, 2015) informs discussions with Leadership, Faculty Heads and the English Department. We are 
‘Agents of Transformation’ (Todd, 2015) and with this data we can prove the value of the WIRED program. 
We can clearly show how our library has a positive impact on student learning. It has made our principal very 
happy. 
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PS

After reviewing our results, a maths teacher commented that “the VCAA On Demand Comprehension test 
must be easy – much easier than the maths ones”. “Why do you think that?” I asked incredulously. “Because 
so many students did so well on the test and so many improved over the year.” “Really?”, I screamed in 
my head. “Really! Not because the boys might just be good at reading; not because we might just have an 
excellent reading program; not because we might just have effective collaboration between English teachers 
and the library.” “Oh”, I said, “I’ll set you up with a code for the test and you can judge for yourself. . . How 
would you like to get the results?” 

Julia Petrov is Director of Kelty Resource Centre, St Patrick’s College, Ballarat.
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The importance of reading: a personal account

Reina Phung 

FYI, 2013

Reading has always been important to me. 
Being a refugee student in the early 80s and 
having difficulty with the English language, 
I found reading helped me enormously. My 
English is still not perfect and I still have 
problems with my grammar but I truly believe 
that exposing yourself to words and books will 
help. 

I don’t remember reading much in primary 
school as I think I was still in shock about being 
in a classroom full of ‘blondhaired, blue-eyed’ 
kids! By the time I got to secondary school, 
I discovered the joy of reading. I remember 
doing the ‘R.I.B.I.T.’ program (Read in Bed It’s 
Terrific) at high school and I thought it was a 
lot of fun. We were encouraged to read across 
different genres and record what we’d read. I 
was always a romantic so I was into the ‘Sweet 
Dreams’ and ‘Sweet Valley High’ series. One 
book, a huge hit at the time, that I remember 
clearly is Forever by Judy Blume. Everyone was 
reading it and talking about it. I recall reading 
it one night and my parents telling me off for 
not going to sleep and ordering me to get into 
bed and turn off the light. I did as I was told but 
I took a torch with me and continued to read 
under my blanket!! My kids will probably do that 
to me one of these days!! 

As I grew older and the HSC got too much, I resorted to reading my English textbooks which were Nelson 
Mandela’s No Easy Walk to Freedom and John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. Once Year 12 was over, I 
returned to my romance novels, but this time I read historical romance, the ones with Fabio on the cover!! I 
enjoyed reading Johanna Lindsey and LaVyrle Spencer books. 

Doing a Bachelor of Education at Melbourne University got me reading Young Adult literature for one of the 
subjects I was doing. From then on, I was hooked on Maureen McCarthy, John Marsden, Sonya Hartnett, Nick 
Earls, Melina Marchetta, Steven Herrick and many, many more great Australian authors. 

As a mum with one daughter in Grade 5 and another one in Grade 1, I’m actively involved in their reading. It 
helps that their mum is a teacher-librarian as I’m always borrowing books for them from my school library. 
Annabel (Grade 5) is currently into Emily Rodda’s ‘Deltora Quest’ series and she is also enjoying Morris 
Gleitzman’s funny books. I got the Premier’s Reading Challenge (PRC) up and running at their old primary 
school and helped coordinate that as I think it’s a great way to encourage families and parents to be more 
involved with supporting children’s reading in and beyond school. 
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We have just moved house so now at their new school they are doing the PRC again. They also have 
Literature Circles in Grades 5 and 6 at this school. My husband actually reads to Adele (Grade 1) and the sight 
of her sitting on his lap while he reads in funny voices is both beautiful and hilarious at the same time!  
 
At all the schools where I’ve worked, I have always encouraged students to read, either by informally chatting 
to them about books or running programs that promote and encourage reading like the PRC, Readers’ Cup 
and Drop Everything and Read. We always have a huge Book Week celebration every year to get staff and 
students reading and to celebrate everything that is books, authors and library. 

Returning to Mill Park SC this year, I have re-introduced the Readers’ Cup to the extra-curricular program 
and now we have a team to represent the school at the State Final in November. I particularly enjoy working 
with the international students and ESL students as I was once in their shoes and therefore understand what 
they’re going though. I always encourage them to read and have a dictionary next to them to look up words 
they don’t understand straight away. I used to do that when I was young and still have my special dictionary 
where I have highlighted a lot of words. 

I have also been featuring a Staff and a Student Reader every fortnight in the school’s newsletter in a bid 
to increase the school community’s awareness of what to read and why it is important to read. Some of the 
students’ answers are amazing!

 It’s not uncommon for teacher-librarians to hear ‘I hate reading’ or ‘I hate books’, usually from a Year 9 or 
10 boy who considers it ‘uncool’ to be seen with a book in the library. However, it’s a ‘pot of gold’ when I get 
comments like ‘I love that book that you gave me Miss. What else can I read?’ Great feeling! 

Reina Phung is teacher-librarian at Mill Park Secondary College
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Creating a reading culture

Claire Gibson and Corinda Grant 

FYI, 2019

Interest in creating a reading culture in schools is bubbling, particularly as the need to improve literacy 
standards across the board becomes more apparent. At both primary and secondary level, librarians and 
leadership teams, teachers and parents or guardians alike are openly interested in how to get their students 
to enjoy reading.
 
So what does it mean to take on the bigger challenge of not just getting students to read, but to create a 
reading culture?

At St Joseph’s College, Echuca, we have focused on the premise that reading engagement is a precursor to 
lifelong learning: that time spent reading – just reading – is fundamentally important; that we see everyone 
as a reader, free from the stereotype of what a reader is; and that creating a reading culture is as much about 
winning over hearts and minds to the joy of reading as it is about creating a reading program.  
 
At SJE we have started the journey to create a reading culture and improve literacy standards through 
reading engagement. This article communicates our journey so far. We have a long way to go, but we share 
this information not to serve as a model, but to increase the pool of information about creating a reading 
culture in schools and to learn from other schools. 

In the beginning

For as long as anyone in our College could remember, SJE had a small window of silent reading time 
embedded in the timetable – specifically, 15 minutes of silent reading time in every year 7-9 class per 
day, immediately after lunch, unless the class was a practical class. Or unless the students forgot to bring 
something to read. Or unless the teacher simply forgot, or felt they didn’t have time. In short, it was not 
working to increase reading engagement. In fact, it was having the opposite effect. Attitudinal feedback 
gathered from students and 
teachers revealed two main themes: 
teachers saw the Silent Reading 
Time as a behaviour management 
strategy, and students thought it 
was boring and something they 
could easily dodge. Assessing Silent 
Reading Time as the focus of a 
College Professional Practice Team, 
resulted in the proposal to create a 
reading culture in the College and 
support the aims of the English 
curriculum, as well as support 
students to enjoy the documented 
benefits of reading regularly.  
 
This proposal was supported by 
SJE Leadership who then approved 
a dedicated, 75-minute period of 
reading (not on screens) per week 
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for every Year 7-9 student at our College – 495 students and 20 teachers. The students were grouped by 
their year level and house, and the program staffed by teachers from a variety of faculties. 
 
We have spoken to many librarians and teachers about their struggle to gain the support of the decision 
makers of their schools. In this era of schooling that is under extreme pressure to meet standards, and is 
intensely data-driven and focussed on improving student outcomes in a measurable way, it is increasingly 
difficult to convince others of the profound effects of simply reading. Not reading and responding with an 
essay, or by creating a diorama, or a rap song that sums up the main themes of a text, but the pure act of 
reading and allowing this ‘just reading’ to weave its magic through the many other facets of learning and life. 

Dr Margaret Merga, Senior Lecturer at Edith Cowan University, Western Australia, gave the keynote address 
at the recent 2018 SLAV Conference and pointed out the far-reaching effects of regular reading – its 
connection to improved performance in mathematics, for example, and even the connection between 
reading fiction and the development of empathy and improved mental wellbeing. As librarians and teachers 
of English the positive effects of reading seem obvious, but what we have learnt through this process is that 
not everyone feels this way. Not everyone has discovered joy in reading and not everyone appreciates how 
profoundly an enjoyment of reading can influence literacy outcomes. 

Library

The College library led the campaign for creating a reading culture by introducing a range of measures to lift 
the profile and enjoyment of reading, including:

• Significant investment in purchasing from the Barrington-Stokes collection of ‘highly readable’ 
books, particularly accessible to those with dyslexia or visual stress due to selected font, tinted 
pages, special spacing, thicker paper and selected editing. This collection presents short fiction 
on young adult themes in books that look like they’re for young adults, rather than primary age 
students;

• Genrefication of the library fiction collection to improve ease of book selection;

• Complete self-managed makeover of the library into a flexible, welcoming space;

• Adoption of the Kevin Hennah principles in relation to displays and signage;

• Introduction of Yard Libraries to the College grounds (based on the Street Libraries principle). The 
Yard Libraries were constructed by our VCAL students and decorated by our art students;

• Establishing a regular library page in the College Newsletter;

• Putting a ‘Take a Book, Leave a Book, Enjoy a Book’ basket in the College staff room with books 
changed weekly. 

Reading Room

Reading Room was the program devised for the students’ weekly 75-minute reading period. Reading Room 
teachers attended a support session prior to the start of classes to: 

• Introduce them to the program;

• Address their reservations;

• Supply a folio including background information, data supporting the importance and benefits of 
reading, lesson plans (that included brain breaks for students who had low reading stamina) and 
other resources.  
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Students were also introduced to Reading Room in 15-minute sessions in their English classes at the start of 
term to: 

• Introduce them to the concept of Reading Room as a new timetabled subject;

• Emphasise that we saw everyone as readers, whether they be dormant, reluctant, avid or 
emerging;

• Focus on the importance and benefits of reading;

• Talk about improving reading stamina;

• Challenge negative self-talk about themselves as readers;

• Teach book selection skills. 

Teaching book selection skills was particularly important because through reliance on screen-based 
information and the general demise of reading for enjoyment, students had lost the skills and knowledge of 
how to actually go about selecting a book they would enjoy reading. The session concluded with each of the 
students selecting their own book for Reading Room using these learned skills. 

Progress

The program continues to evolve as we respond to problems we had not anticipated. In response to some 
behavioural issues, we developed our interventionist program – the Atticus and Finch Reading Groups. These 
breakout groups occur every second week so students still connect with their class group while gaining the 
benefit of additional support. 

The Finch Reading Group consists of students who have great difficulty reading and require more support. 
Every second week this group meets with our Learning Enhancement staff in an alternative space in the 
College to focus on reading skills. The Atticus Reading Group consists of students who can read but do not 
see the value or enjoyment of reading. Every second week this group serves to connect disengaged students 
with members of our community who may defy the students’ expectations of what a reader may be. We aim 
to challenge students’ perceptions of readers by marketing reading as something that is not just enjoyed by 
librarians and English teachers, but also by the local footy coach, or the cool young guy that owns the local 
Stand Up Paddle Boarding business, or the musician, or the actor, and so on. 

Given the process of genrefication and the introduction of Reading 
Room, the doubling of loans in the College library was disappointing. 
Other libraries have reported 300-400 per cent increase in loans from 
genrefication alone. Similarly, test results leaning to improvement in 
reading were too early to be attributed to the introduction of Reading 
Room alone.
 
However, student self-assessment of progress against their own 
reading goal at the start of the semesters has been broadly positive, as 
has the increase in reading stamina (time spent reading) and positive 
anecdotal evidence on progress from students and teachers.  
 
Also positive is feedback from parents/guardians who have started to 
initiate conversations about Reading Room with teachers at regular 
Student-Parent/Guardian-Teacher interviews, even though Reading 
Room was not listed as a subject in the Interview booking schedule. 
 
Future goals will include ensuring there is a succession plan for the 
continuation of the program beyond the employment terms of staff who 
currently teach and coordinate the program. 
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Lessons

So far we have learnt that creating a reading culture essentially begins 
and progresses as a public relations campaign for reading. We began by 
extolling the virtues of reading and by researching and collating the data 
that makes clear the connection between enjoyment of reading and 
improved literacy outcomes, and we advance by changing perceptions 
of readers and reading. 

Being on the same page as your leadership and maintaining open and 
honest lines of communication is imperative. This can be difficult in 
busy school contexts, particularly if those coordinating the program 
are not on the curriculum team. Continually promoting the benefits of 
reading on any platform available is also an important marketing tool. 
School newsletters and social media pages are an easy way to maintain 
a constant, positive presence and reach a wide-ranging audience. 
 
Successfully implementing a program like this means acknowledging 
the need to evolve it constantly and accept that you will not get it 
right from the outset. Our experience has shown it to be more a case 

of constantly responding to issues and coming up with solutions as problems arose. Being flexible, honest 
and open to this was incredibly important as we shaped the program to be most workable for our school 
community. 

Corinda Grant is a senior English teacher and Reading Room Coordinator, and Claire Gibson is the Librarian, 
at St Joseph’s College, Echuca. Corinda and Claire have worked on the creation of a reading culture and the 
Reading Room program at St Joseph’s since mid 2017. They acknowledge the input of St Joseph’s English 
teacher, Brenda Auhl, in the initial Professional Practice Team phase of the project.
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How to encourage teenagers to read: Tips for 
librarians, parents and teachers

Agnes Nieuwenhuizen

FYI, 2008

Editor's note

The folowing tips were provided as part of a longer presentation made by Agnes Nieuwenhuizen at the 
Woodend Library (at a forum sponsored by the Friends of the Macedon Ranges Libraries). You may find 
it useful to display these, distribute at a staff or faculty meeting or use them in conjunction with a parent 
information meeting or newsletter. 

• Read yourself. Make time for reading and never less than half an hour. Notice what teenagers are 
enjoying or not. Suggest “another book like . . .”, “another book by . . .”, “another book about . . .” or 
something new or quite different.

• If you are a teacher or librarian, read aloud to students’ right up to year 12 to highlight the power 
of story. Everyone loves stories and being read to. It is a calming, unifying activity that focuses the 
mind and fuels the imagination. In years 7 and 8, fidgety students can draw or colour in. Lively, 
informal discussions about ideas, characters and situations can follow. Young people will often 
identify with characters. Avoid questioning for so-called comprehension. During holidays, families 
can enjoy the shared activity of reading a book aloud that appeals to all.

• Make sure there are always books around the house or classroom, and that males, especially, 
are seen reading. Don’t pretend you don’t have time! Don’t convey the message that reading is 
women’s business. Don’t censor!

• Make a regular time to read together (TV off!).Then chat about what you have read. You don’t have 
to agree.

• In school and public libraries, books need to be attractively displayed, visible and accessible. There 
should always be an inviting, regularly changing, display of new Young Adult (YA) titles including 
graphic novels, non-fiction, magazines and some appropriate adult books. Events, including author 
visits, are also great for enthusing and encouraging readers. Involve young people in inviting 
authors, preparing displays and promotional activities.

• Don’t quiz teenagers on what they read or if they have understood. Don’t ask why they read what 
they do (sounds too much like school work) but take an active interest through informal, friendly 
chat. LIMIT WRITTEN TASKS!

• Fiction, non-fiction, magazines and newspapers can provide an easy, non-intrusive way into lively 
discussions about a wide range of topics including, politics, sexual and social matters, friendship, 
relationships and attitudes to new technologies. Books and reading should complement, not 
compete with, online entertainment. Don’t make reading a chore or a ‘worthy’ activity that is good 
for you like brussel sprouts or spinach.

• Occasionally offer to read a book a teenage reader seems particularly enthusiastic or critical 
about. YOU can learn a lot about teenage life, concerns and attitudes. You’ll need to keep an open 
mind and put your prejudices aside!

• Try to separate required school reading from recreational reading. Unless encouraged to read 
beyond set texts, many young people fail to become aware of, or forget, the pleasures of reading. 
They need to be reminded of how personal and rewarding reading experiences can be and how 
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important it is to find the right book at the right time.

• Visit your local library or bookshop with teenage readers. Allow them a free choice. Don’t speak 
on their behalf or try to nudge them towards ‘better’ books or away from current preferences or 
passions. You will risk losing a reader.

• Give books (if you are confident you can choose well) or book vouchers as part of Christmas and 
birthday gifts.

• The school and public librarian and local bookseller should be familiar with recent and older titles. 
S/he needs to enthuse readers and confidently recommend books. Such professionals have 
an ongoing conversation with their readers. They put up posters and lists of winners of various 
awards. Really active librarians encourage their users to write brief responses to books and 
display these with the books to encourage other readers. Peer recommendations are the most 
effective. Many of the best bookshops do this too. Some also run book groups.

• Subscribe to Magpies, Viewpoint and Fiction Focus. These review recent fiction and non-fiction. 
Many run author profiles. Most authors and publishers have informative websites too. Young 
readers should be made aware of trends and the current literary landscape. Encourage them to 
read and discuss the books on various shortlists.

• Take teenagers to as many literary events as possible. It is great for them to be amongst readers 
and writers.

• The State Library of Victoria’s Centre for Youth Literature runs a terrific interactive website for 
teenage readers called INSIDEADOG (www.insideadog.com.au). It features reviews, competitions, 
a regularly changing writer-in-residence and annual awards, the INKYS, selected largely by young 
people. An innovative, youth friendly resource.

Agnes Nieuwenhuizen was the founding Manager of the Centre for Youth Literature. Her latest book is Right 
Book Right Time – 500 Great Reads for Teenagers (Allen & Unwin, 2007).
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The Book show: Creating book trailers to support 
and enhance boys’ success and enthusiasm as 
readers

Nicky Sulter

Synergy, 2012

Background

In 2010-2011, Dr Linda Gibson-Langford led a global team of teacher-librarians and school librarians 
undertaking action research projects for the International Boys’ Schools Coalition (IBSC). The team produced 
fourteen action research papers and posters on the topic of re-engaging boys in leisure reading through 
school library initiatives. The research was first presented at the 2011 annual IBSC Conference in London.
 
A revised version of Nicky Sulter’s research paper, focused on primary age boys and book trailers, is 
reproduced here with permission of the IBSC. 

Introduction

Reading, for the sheer love of it, is an experience we try to foster in every boy at St John’s School in 
Johannesburg, South Africa. Within this philosophy, reading is modelled as an enjoyable end in itself, 
and an important ‘gateway skill’ for school, university and life. This position is substantiated by an OECD 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) survey of 265,000 students in 35 countries, 
which showed a consistent relationship between the enjoyment of reading and higher student achievement. 
Put another way, if a young boy develops a passion for reading, concerns regarding the meeting of academic 
standards often fall away. This paper is focussed on creating opportunities for boys to sustain the habit of 
wider reading as they move toward their secondary school years. Within the early stages of the first cycle of 
this action research, reconnaissance indicated that the boys in upper primary school were turning away from 
reading for leisure, and subsequent planning took place to develop a strategy to support and enhance boys’ 
success and enthusiasm as readers. The objective was to investigate any changes in boys’ enjoyment of 
reading before and after the study and to make suggestions for changes to existing practices.

Rationale

In the Preparatory School at St John’s, we have the full spectrum of readers, and although we need to cater 
for everyone, we especially need to focus our attention on those who battle with reading. With PISA and 
OECD statistics pointing to a decrease in boys’ literacy, and given our school’s philosophy of sustaining a rich 
reading culture, we observed a trend in our Year 6 students; boys who appeared to struggle, not so much 
with the mechanics of reading, but the appreciative understanding of the relationship between reading and 
doing well in adult life. We wanted to find a way to enthuse boys to read while at the same time support their 
success as readers. Turning reading into a fun event such as developing and presenting book trailers was a 
hunch that we thought might work.

Literature review

We understand as teachers that strong reading skills are pre-requisites for high academic standards. We 
also understand that this is tempered by the research on boys’ innate abilities, specifically their reading 
skills. Newkirk (2002, p. 63) reinforces this reality by saying: “Children who find reading difficult . . . simply 
don’t get enough pleasure to continue, no matter how desirable the end product is”. The present view, well 
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documented in numerous studies, indicates that boys lag significantly behind girls in reading development. In 
the 2001 and 2006 Progress in International Reading Literacy Studies (PIRLS), girls in almost all participating 
countries attained higher mean scores for reading than boys (England Falls in Reading League, 2007).
 
There seem to be many separate but interconnected reasons for this. Physically, boys’ brains develop 
differently and at a different pace to girls’, especially as far as language skills are concerned. Boys’ brain 
development, mainly in the area of the hippocampus, may lag by as much as eighteen months behind girls’. If 
boys are forced to read before they are ready, this may result in failure and negative associations with reading 
(Hawkes, 2001; James, 2007; Sax, 2007; Sullivan, 2009).
 
Linked to this is the evidence that boys tend to learn differently to girls. Hawkes (2001, p. 37) claims that 
boys are not good at being “inert” and that generally their learning styles suggest that they prefer “structure, 
closed tasks, kinaesthetic learning, multi-sensory approach to learning, analytical tasks, practical, hands-on-
activities and shorter tasks”. The problem is that, for boys, as noted by Newkirk (2002, p. 58), reading is often 
“disconnected from action”.
 
Further, Newkirk (2002, p. 13) claims that much of what boys enjoy reading is not valued for what it is. He 
observes: “It is easy to feel gratified by students who value what we value, who like the books we like”. 
More often than not, boys’ choices differ radically from conventional adults’ choices. Sullivan (2009, online) 
supports this idea, claiming, “half the boys in the United States probably read little or nothing that the adults 
in their lives would consider real reading”. In the light of adult criticism, it is no wonder that many boys, 
especially in adolescence, maintain negative associations with reading.
 
Related to this, Newkirk (2002, p. 12) emphasises the need for us to embrace and value the popular culture 
in which most boys are immersed. He notes that we need to “move beyond the predominant censorious 
attitude towards popular culture and open up to the transgressive pleasure of boyhood”.
 
The belief that peer recommendation seems to be a significant factor in engaging boys in reading is 
supported by Smith and Wilhelm (in Newkirk 2002, p. 49) who see the value of peer recommendation and 
observe that, “boys read books recommended by friends and are more likely to attend to print stories that 
can be shared. An ungregarious literacy has no appeal for them”.
 
Bearing in mind our need to embrace popular culture, of which modern technology comprises a large portion, 
Millard (in OME 2004, p. 40) believes that technology can play a vital role in boys’ reading enjoyment. He 
notes:
 
It is imperative that educators and parents be aware of the impact of the multimedia world, and understand 
the positive ways in which these new languages and cultures can be harnessed as adjuncts to book-based 
literacy.
 
Endorsing this view, Newkirk (2002) goes further by contending that the reason boys feel so at home with 
interactive technology is that it gives them a sense of power and control over a situation, which they do 
not have in the real world where adults are perceived as the power-holders. Reading Kadger’s experience 
of introducing book trailers as a way of moving from conventional book talk, which was more about her 
performance as a teacher rather than her students being invited to make meaning, convinced her that “the 
book trailer offers an invitation through the selection of images, text, voiceover, and soundtrack” (2008, 
online).
 
If the literature suggests that boys need a more active reading experience and that, through multimedia, 
this could be harnessed as adjuncts to book-based literacy, it is reasonable to assume that incorporating 
the creation of book trailers as part of their reading experience might enthuse and engage boys to read at a 
deeper level.
 
In addition, if book trailers lead to better engagement in the story and thus the reading experience, as 
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Pattison (2010) recommends, then linking the reading of a story with images, music and sound effects 
might lead to greater comprehension of the object of the reading experience, and thus greater confidence in 
reinforcing this experience.
 
Bearing in mind the above literature, it seems logical that creating a book trailer, that is, one-to-two minute 
digital videos designed to entice classmates to read specific books, might not only harness boys’ natural urge 
to be active, but result in a deeper reading experience that goes some way towards offering boys a realistic 
reading experience where their needs, both physical and mental, are nurtured. In sum, it might prove to be 
the link that connects reading to action.

Research Context

The Preparatory School (Prep) at St John’s caters for 380 day students from years 3-7. Academic emphasis 
with strong learning support, combined with a rich sporting and cultural ethos, pervades the school.
 
Literacy in all its forms is given priority throughout the Prep and boys are encouraged to improve their 
reading and comprehension skills with various programs. Reading for enjoyment is constantly promoted 
through numerous initiatives, including silent reading, literature circles, book sales, Hooked on Books theatre 
productions, storytelling events, family literature quizzes and participation in the Kids’ Lit Quiz (see http://
www.kidslitquiz.com/).
 
It has been observed that, in spite of ongoing encouragement to read for pleasure, the boys seem to lose 
interest in reading as they approach adolescence. Taking a cue from Wilson (in OME 2004, p. 15), who claims 
that boys respond best to “active learning opportunities”, our supposition was that leisure reading, linked 
to the production of book trailers, might engage this group and keep them inspired to continue reading for 
pleasure.

Participants

The twenty-five boys in the sample research group were all from the same Year 6 home room class (11-
12 years). According to tests carried out at the beginning of the academic year, the reading ages of this 
cohort ranged from two years and ten months to one month above their chronological age. These statistics 
illustrated a group that was mostly competent readers; however, a small number of the group seemed 
unmotivated to read at all. With the support from their teachers, as well as the Deputy Headmaster, and with 
consent from the boys themselves and their parents, the action research began.

Research Methodology

Overview

Action research was the obvious choice for such an investigation. It is a flexible, problem-solving approach, 
which facilitates a process of change within the classroom situation, allows for reflection, and enables further 
change if necessary (Bearne, Graham and Marsh, 2007). Certainly, it was the method of choice for me as I 
was able to identify an area of concern in the school library – the waning interest in reading of pre-adolescent 
boys – devise an intervention aimed at improving the situation, and allow for reflection and improvement in 
my teaching practice.

Intervention and process

The action – devising book trailers – was divided into four parts: reading and reflecting on the chosen book, 
scaffolded activities to assist in the preparation of the book trailer, making the book trailer, and viewing/
presenting the book trailer.
 
I explained the concept of a book trailer to the sample group. They were quick to make a connection between 
a book trailer and the Hooked on Books approach to promoting reading. The idea that the audience would be 
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left in the lurch, feeling compelled to read the book in order to satisfy their curiosity, appealed to the boys.
 
Bearing in mind Newkirk’s (2002) and Sullivan’s (2009) assertions regarding boys’ reading choices, I selected 
ten titles that I thought would appeal to the boys. I took care to include a variety of genres – fantasy, action, 
war and romance – and made an effort to select books that would cater to their differing reading abilities. 

I also felt that it was important to choose books with strong storylines that would lend themselves more 
readily to the production of a book trailer. After hearing a brief synopsis of each book, the boys were given 
the opportunity to select one to read during the school holiday. In all, five book titles were chosen.

On their return from holidays, several of the boys had changed their minds about their books, and chose 
other titles to read. I allowed this, as it was of primary importance that the boys enjoyed their books and 
related well to the story.
 
Once all the books had been read, the boys were placed in groups of varying sizes, according to the book 
titles chosen.
 
As the concept of a book trailer was new to the boys, I moved slowly from the ‘known’ to the ‘unknown’ to 
raise their confidence and make it easier for them to understand what they had to do. To this end, I used the 
book Holes by Louis Sachar to model each step we were going to take, culminating in the production and 
viewing of the book trailer. The boys had recently finished studying the book as a class reader, so I knew that 
they were familiar with it and that it had been a highly popular read. Through the study of Holes, they had also 
gained knowledge of some of the important elements of a fiction book such as plot, characters, setting and 
conflict.
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During this stage 
of the intervention, 
my intention was to 
encourage the boys 
to focus on aspects of 
the book that would 
help in the creation 
of a powerful and 
effective book trailer. 
The emphasis was 
on looking at how the 
senses, particularly 
visual, could be 
portrayed. To this 
end, we began by 
examining the covers of 
their books. The boys 
explained to members 
of other groups how 
their cover, with the use 
of symbols, typeface, 
colour, pictures and 
images, gave hints on 
what the story was 
about. The relative prominence of the author’s name vis-à-vis the title was also discussed. In their responses, 
the book cover was felt to be vital as an initial attraction to a book. The connection was made between the 
importance of the cover in the promotion of the book and how that related directly to the book trailer, also a 
promotional vehicle.
 
Keeping in mind the importance of appealing to the senses and emotions, the boys embarked on numerous 
activities relating to the setting, characters, plot and conflict in their books. Through answering questions 
related to each of these aspects, they began identifying elements that would create the desired impact 
in their trailers. They were guided to constantly bear in mind the need to keep their viewers in suspense. 
In an attempt to vary the activities and in order to sustain their interest levels, I filmed their discussion on 
the conflict in their books. These conversations gave the boys a chance to respond verbally, which they did 
with much confidence and eloquence. They also allowed others to chip in and give their viewpoints, and I 
responded from time to time by asking more probing questions to provoke in-depth comments from them. 
The discussions were lively and spontaneous, and prompted some thoughtful answers. When asked about 
the conflict within the main character in Varjak Paw, one boy responded with insight and understanding: 
“Varjak has to overcome his fear so that his brothers and sisters stop making fun of him and his grandfather 
and father stop saying that he is a disgrace to the name of Varjak”.
 
Giving the boys a chance to engage with both book and computer, I led each group in creating a wordle about 
their book. This gave them an opportunity to think again about key themes and to use different colours, 
shapes and typefaces to convey the essence of the book. They found the exercise stimulating and many of 
the more technologically-minded boys took the lead in this activity.

The final stage in the preparation for the making of the book trailers was the viewing of examples of trailers 
on the Internet. Some of these books the boys had read, while others were chosen for the way in which 
they managed to capture the essence of the story while simultaneously keeping the audience watching 
and in suspense. Unsurprisingly, this led to requests to read some of the books viewed. In addition, the 
boys were asked to reflect on the book trailers and write down in point form all the things that they had 
personally noticed that had created an impact or added to the success of the book trailer in any way. They 
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noted the effective 
use of music, the 
use of quotes from 
respected critics, 
newspapers and 
other authors, direct 
quotes from the 
book, the use of 
suspense, the use of 
interviews with those 
who had read the 
book, the simplicity 
of some of the 
trailers, and the use 
of text on the screen.
 
The boys gathered 
this information and 
began the making of 
their book trailers. 
MacBooks, using 
the Photobook 
program, were 
used to create the 
trailers. There was a 
definite reluctance 
to take on this next 
step, in spite of the fact that they were familiar with the software programs being used, and had a good idea 
of the main themes in their books and the features they should focus on. However, those most at home 
with the technology began experimenting with slides and text, and slowly the others in each group began 
contributing.
 
At this stage, further energy was injected into the project by a visit from the education officer of the local 
iStore who helped the groups out with technical difficulties.
 
Throughout the process, I offered help, encouragement and suggestions to the boys, and they felt free to 
ask for advice and seemed to appreciate the interest shown and the time they were given in which to do the 
work. Although their homeroom teacher had been more than generous with the time he had allowed me for 
this project, exams were looming. I therefore arranged for the boys to come in on a Saturday morning and 
supplied them with refreshments, and in those four hours, they made huge strides on their book trailers.
 
Interestingly, they responded extremely positively to the fact that they had the freedom to come and go as 
they pleased on that morning. One of the boys commented: “We should do this more often – it gives us time 
and there are no bells”. They were able to concentrate on getting to the essence of their trailers, discuss 
how to build suspense, discard unnecessary details and create contrast and variety in their work, without 
any time constraints. There was the sense that they were making their own choices and were in control 
of the situation. This response feeds directly into Smith and Wilhelm’s observation about boys and formal 
schooling: “The boys almost universally felt that school denied them choice and control and therefore any 
sense of personal agency or competence” (2002, p. 109). This stage of the intervention provided the boys 
with a positive and largely self-regulated environment in which to work.
 
Once the book trailers were completed, many of the boys expressed a desire to show them off to their peers 
and other classes. They were tremendously excited about being invited to show them to the teachers during 
a staff meeting, too, and several groups were invited to discuss their project with the Headmaster.
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Most significantly of all, the response from the ‘target market’ – other potential readers – was very positive 
indeed. This was especially so amongst those boys in the class below this research group. After the viewing, 
there were an encouraging number of requests for the books featured.

Data Collection and Data Analysis

A preliminary survey investigating the boys’ reading habits, their attitudes to reading and other forms of 
entertainment, as well as influences on their reading and choices, was carried out.
 
Some of the responses to the questions required making a choice on a scale of 1-10. These were graphed and 
then analysed for evidence of similarities and differences in the above-mentioned categories. Answers to 
questions requiring affective responses were attributed themes and then graphed accordingly so that trends 
in the participants’ feelings about certain aspects of reading could be established.
 
During the execution of the project, boys were asked their opinions on various aspects of the books such 
as covers, characters, setting, point of view and plot. Some responses were videotaped while others were 
written. In addition to revealing the boys’ views on each topic, the responses helped to indicate the level of 
engagement in the reading for understanding phase of creating book trailers.
 
Throughout the intervention, data was collected in the form of incidental and spontaneous verbal, reflective 
responses from the boys, as well as my own observations on levels of engagement. This data was recorded in 
a journal at each session.
 
Photographs of the groups participating in the different stages of the project were also taken, and used to 
gauge levels of engagement at each stage of the process.
  
The final survey, carried out on the completion of the book trailers, consisted of two parts and was used to 
reflect the boys’ experience of the entire process. The first part focussed on the specific aspects of creating 
the book trailer, and responses were recorded on a scale of 1-10 from least to most enjoyable. The results 
were graphed to determine variations and similarities in responses.

 In addition, the open-ended questions of the survey sought reflective, written responses from the boys 
regarding their views on whether creating and viewing a book trailer had in fact enhanced their success 
in, and enthusiasm for, reading. The responses to these questions were analysed for themes and issues 
raised by the boys. The dominant themes were then used to categorise and collate the responses. From 
this analysis, a set of findings was developed, the results of which helped draw conclusions regarding the 
effectiveness of the intervention. 

Discussion of the Findings

Preliminary survey

Predictably, coming from an environment where reading is constantly supported, all but one boy was positive 
about reading for leisure. The greater majority felt they were above-average readers, but when asked 
whether they felt they read enough, just under half of them said that they did not. A distinct preference for 
fiction and graphic novels over other types of reading material was evident. Reading for fun and relaxation 
– as an end in itself – was a popular view, though intentional reading – as a means of finding out more about 
the world and as a vital life-skill for life – was also important to most of the boys. However, they admitted 
that they would much prefer to ‘chill’ with friends, communicate on their cell phones, watch television, play 
interactive games, surf the Internet or play sport, than read. This telling response, reflecting their affinity for 
modern digital technology, is borne out by Newkirk’s (2002) and Millard’s (2004) observations of boys today.
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Reflection surveys

A reflection survey was used to gauge the boys’ immediate responses to the various aspects of the 
intervention: reading their specific book, the group discussion on elements of the book, writing tasks 
related to the book, making ‘wordles’, planning and making the book trailer, and showing it to others. These 
responses averaged from 7 to above 8 on the scale of 1-10, where 1 was least enjoyable and 10 was most 
enjoyable.
 
By far their favourite activities involved those where they integrated both their reading and understanding 
of the book with technology. This element seemed to create the motivation to engage the boys in a more 
active reading experience. Their reflective responses were honest and straightforward, with 18 of the 
cohort sharing that creating the book trailer had made them think more deeply about the book. As one boy 
expressed: “I thought long and hard about the story, over and over” while another observed: “You had to 
dig deep to get the right things [for the book trailer]”. Boys made comments that indicated a high level of 
engagement, for differing reasons, such as “It makes you want to read the book again” and “It made me see 
that the book was not all that bad” as well as “It made me think more about it because I loved the book”.
 
An unexpected feature that emerged from the action, and which is plain in the boys’ responses, was that 
viewing book trailers affected their attitude to choosing books. The majority (24) of boys agreed that a 
book trailer was a good way to interest people in reading because “they capture people into reading”. One 
boy felt that “It leaves them agitated” while another suggested, “It gives them an urge to read the book”. 
This delightful response perhaps sums up the boys’ renewed enthusiasm for reading: “Modern day people 
prefer movies and a trailer can turn a book into a movie inside your mind”. However, they qualified this when 
asked whether they personally would be influenced to read a book after viewing its book trailer. The quality 
of the book trailer, its ability to sell itself, and above all, the subject of the book and their interest in it, would 
determine their decision to read it or not. It is interesting that the persuasive nature of the trailer would only 
go a short way to influencing their final choice.
 
Without a doubt, however, the most exciting part of the project for the boys was the opportunity to show off 
their book trailer to others, especially those boys in the year below them. I had thought that many of them 
would feel reluctant to do this, yet it seemed that showing their work off to an authentic audience was vital 
to validating the work they had done. In their more affective responses, their reasons for wanting to show 
the book trailers become more apparent. Some genuinely wanted to enthuse others about their book by 
noting: “I think it would get a lot of them excited about the book”. and “It is a great book and I want others to 
enjoy it”. Two participants offered these comments: “I would like to encourage them to read it” and “I want 
them to see that reading is interesting and fun” which was encouraging for me as their teacher. For others, 
impressing their peers was also important. It was heart-warming to hear “I can prove to my friends that I 
read” and “I want them to know I am not bad at doing stuff”. However, at the opposite end of the scale, and in 
keeping with the suspicion that there were several boys who did fear censure and criticism, some of the boys 
were cautious, saying, “They will hate our trailer” or “Our trailer is not the best; I would hate them to laugh or 
anything”.
 
The final questions dealt with the transformative nature of the intervention. Asked if working on the 
computer and making the book trailer had made them feel more positive about reading, a small number (5) 
felt it had made no difference at all and they found the whole process boring. Another group indicated that 
they felt no different, as they already enjoyed reading (“Reading is fantastic anyway”), while others (15) felt 
positive, as shown by the following responses: “The book trailer allows you to express your passion for the 
book”; “It made the book fun”; “It made me feel good about reading”; “It gives the book ‘true’ feeling”; “It got 
me more enthusiastic about reading” and “I would like to read more books”. These responses indicate that, 
for some boys, making the book trailers operated as a catalyst to further their interest in and enjoyment of 
reading. In addition, it seemed to be an ideal medium through which they were able to be creative and explore 
a variety of ways to get the important messages in the book across to their audience. Once again, the key 
seems to lie in connecting the two activities – reading and IT – that is where evidence of greatest change 

seems to have occurred.
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Conclusion

It is clear from this initial intervention that developing a passion for reading amongst modern pre-adolescent 
boys undoubtedly requires meeting them where they are ‘at’. Today, this includes finding common ground 
wherever possible between reading and digital media, giving boys freedom to choose reading material 
without the pressure of adult disapprobation, building their confidence by facilitating their control over 
their work, encouraging them at every opportunity to embrace reading for pleasure and, perhaps more 
importantly, enhancing positive peer interaction throughout the entire process. For reading is both a 
delightfully solitary activity and a joyous, shared one – and teenagers, with their dependence on peer 
approval, can play a critical role in encouraging each other to read for the sheer joy of it.

Implications of the Study on Practice

In response to this first phase of my action research, teachers at our school will be encouraged to reflect 
on the need to constantly be aware of those activities which enhance the learning environment for boys, 
specifically in terms of the role played by technology in the learning process.
 
On a professional level, book trailers will become an integral part of promoting books and reading in the 
library. After reflection, the next planning stage will see the inclusion of non-fiction books as well as graphic 
novels to give greater freedom of choice to the students.

Reflection

. . . Being exposed to the action research process has meant that I will never approach my teaching in quite 
the same way again. The simple problem-solving nature of it means that changes to teaching practice, no 
matter how big or small, can be made through the use of this process on an on-going basis.
 
There have been daunting moments when the sense that I wasn’t reaching the boys and connecting to those 
things that were important to them, were overwhelming. Many times I questioned whether I was on the right 
track and whether the creating of the book trailers would indeed enhance their reading, or whether I should 
have stuck to my unadventurous initial hunch of pursuing Sustained Silent Reading as a way of inspiring them 
to read more.
 
As the project progressed I realised that I needed to be guided by the boys, and not the other way around. 
Taking a backseat and allowing them to take control of their work was a hard lesson for me, but the rewards 
were manifold. The mutual trust and respect that grew were invaluable. The intensity and ongoing interaction 
between the boys themselves and with me created a classroom atmosphere I had never experienced before. 
I learnt so much about each child and felt enormously proud of what they achieved and witnessing their own 
pride in their work, especially when showing their book trailers to others, was extremely gratifying.
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e-Readers:  Enhancing boys’ reading experience

Elizabeth Avery

Synergy, 2012

Background

In 2010-2011, Dr Linda Gibson-Langford led a global team of teacher librarians and school librarians 
undertaking action research projects for the International Boys’ Schools Coalition [IBSC].   The team 
produced fourteen action research papers and posters on the topic of re-engaging boys in leisure reading 
through school library initiatives. The research was first presented at the 2011 annual IBSC Conference in 
London.

A revised version of Elizabeth Avery’s research paper, focused on secondary age boys and e-readers, is 
reproduced here with permission of the IBSC. This is a refereed article.

Introduction

Despite a strong vision for developing deeper levels of literacy skills at Anglican Church Grammar School 
(Churchie) in Brisbane, increased demands on adolescent lives tend to see many of the boys drift away from 
reading for leisure. It was in this context that a group of twenty middle and senior school boys of varying 
interests, ages and abilities was chosen to participate in an action research project investigating how the 
introduction of innovative technology (e-readers), into an already established and supported curriculum 
framework of reading widely, could motivate boys to greater scholastic attainment and personal reading 
growth.   

Action research and its strong preference for qualitative data supported the concept of listening to the 
boys views on reading for leisure and using technology to enhance reading, particularly leisure reading. 
The research question became How can using e-readers develop an adolescent boy’s feeling of reading 
competence and enhance his motivation to read for leisure?’  

Through questionnaires and discussion, the data was collected over a short period of time and analysed to 
reveal a rich base of evidence for our school to promote reading through e-readers, particularly amongst 
those boys who need greater assistance to reach that deeper literacy skill level. Did the boys in general 
feel that e-readers increased their enjoyment of reading for leisure? The majority of boys were positive 
about this but also felt that e-readers had limited effect on increasing their reading competence. However, 
e-readers now hold their place in enhancing reading enjoyment and competence amongst a number of boys 
at Churchie.

Rationale

The central role of teacher librarians is to develop programs and initiatives to encourage and support core 
learning. Literacy underpins learning tasks, so teacher-librarians are key to motivating and supporting deep 
reading within the school setting. How teacher librarians promote activities that develop boys’ literacy can 
be a challenge when school library staff often has a strong female bias. As well, and in particular within the 
context of the Anglican Church Grammar School (Churchie), the boys in middle and senior school experience 
a very active lifestyle, which competes against the perceived sedentary habit of reading. With literacy-
related technology moving into popular culture, teacher-librarians have a wider range of tools available to 
motivate boys in literacy-strong activities.

Since many boys pride themselves in their technological competence and, if they see e-readers as a 
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masculine vehicle for providing a positive reading experience, there is potential for e-readers to build 
confidence and increase reading skill and enjoyment. It was within this context that I chose to investigate 
blending technology with reading to bring the boys back to reading for leisure. Hence, the research question 
became ‘How can using e-readers develop an adolescent boy’s feeling of reading competence and enhance 
his motivation to read for leisure?’  

Literature review 

Boys are at the forefront of the reading debate. It is generally held that boys begin reading later, read less, 
value reading less, lag behind girls on ‘almost every literacy measure in every country and culture from which 
data [are] available’ (Smith & Wilhelm, p. 2) and define themselves as non-readers very early, with nearly 50% 
doing so by high school (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Tyre, 2008; Gallagher, 2009). The most recent PIRLS study 
(IEA, 2006) reflects that boys lag behind girls in the literacy stakes. As well, Smith and Wilhelm (2002 p. 13) 
cite various commentators on the subject of boys and reading, to conclude that,

. . . boys will go to great lengths to establish themselves as ‘not female’ and follow what their peer 
group establishes as gender-specific behaviour. If reading and other literate activities are perceived as 
feminized, then boys will go to great lengths to avoid them. This is particularly true if the activities involve 
effort and the chance of failure, for incompetence and expending effort are also seen as unmasculine. 
Achievement, for men, is supposed to be attained with ease. Boys will avoid feminized behaviors or 
responses as a form of ‘pollution.

Elliot-Johns and Booth (2009) caution that boys may be reading more than we give them credit for, and 
that formats that schools do not generally deem worthy of support are often ones that appeal to boys. In 
support of Elliot-Johns and Booth is Smith and Wilhelm’s (2002) comment that boys are perceived as being 
more ‘enthusiastic about reading electronic texts’ (p. 11). Could it be that they feel more in control and more 
competent due to the inbuilt support afforded by e-readers (e.g. dictionaries, highlighters, font and backlight 
control)?  Smith and Wilhelm (2002) discuss the notion of flow defined by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) as ‘the 
state in which people are so involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter’ (p. 4). Inherent in the 
notion of the flow experience is a sense of control and competence. The subjects of their research spoke 
frequently of how a feeling of competence caused them to persist with an activity such as reading and 
how they quickly gave up when competence was not perceived. Might boys see offering them the choice 
of reading electronically as a more masculine, social and worthwhile activity where a sense of control and 
competence allows them to enter a state of flow?
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The level of literacy skills needed to enjoy reading requires a certain level of competence to bring them into 
the flow. ICTs and multi-mediated texts have been shown to have a positive motivational impact on boys 
(Passey, Rogers, Machell, & McHugh 2004) in that they become more consistent and persistent with a task. 
E-readers, then, may be the tool that could alter perceptions. 

The following recent research suggests that e-readers may promote success in reading. Larson (2010), a 
Kansas State University professor, used the Amazon Kindle in her work with elementary school students. She 
determined that features such as audible text, ability to increase font size, and note-taking facilities had a 
positive impact on the way in which children interact with texts. They typically showed greater understanding 
of plot and character development when using an e-reader than in their interactions with the printed word.  

DeLamater (2010) also reported on studies of dyslexic students, finding that when they were offered an 
opportunity to select an optimal font size with less crowding, improvement of reading ease and speed was 
commonly the case, thereby generally improving reading experience. She notes,

Digital text presents a new opportunity to readily adjust the text or font size of reading material given 
to students in school. Investigations over the past twenty years into the sources of slower reading on 
the part of dyslexic students have identified "crowding" as a central cause. Individuals, who have begun 
reading on devices such as the Apple iPhone or the Amazon Kindle, report a preference for larger font 
sizes and an accompanying improvement in the reading experience.

Supported by DeLamater’s (2010) study into e-readers and dyslexia, Smith (2010) makes comment in her 
blogpost that e-readers aid the act of reading. Although not specifically relating this to boys, she does believe 
that there are some good reasons for considering the use of e-readers with struggling and possibly reluctant 
readers; a large part of that population we know are boys (IEA 2006). She also notes that having a text-to-
speech synthesiser as an e-reader component reinforces words on the page and provides feedback, an 
important element in going into the flow. 

Technology that has the potential to provide an enjoyable reading experience and an increased sense of 
reading competence was considered worthy of investigation.  

Methodology

Action research, a methodology concerned with increasing understanding of human behaviour (McNiff, 
2002), was chosen for this study. As it allows for small scale research within a school setting, for the teacher, 
by the teacher (McNiff, 2002), and has as its preference, qualitative data collection, it was the preferred 
choice of methodology for my investigation into using e-readers to provide boys with an electronic format in 
which to read for leisure. 

Participants

Twenty boys in Years 7-11 (ages 13–17) were chosen. They could be roughly divided into three groups: those 
who find reading a real challenge, the ‘average’ reader, and those who already really enjoy reading for leisure 
and are capable readers. Each of them returned a form signed by both himself and a parent consenting to 
project participation.  

Middle and Senior School Learning Support teachers were asked to nominate boys whose reading skills and 
attitudes were considered to be having a negative impact on their learning and for who an e-reader may be 
of benefit. A Year 9 class, as part of their course work, examined the notion of e-readers and their potential 
contribution to the reading world. Some members of this class agreed to join the project. The interest of boys 
in the Year 10 gifted program group was canvassed. I knew that there were some in that group who were very 
good readers. Their views too, were of interest and a number joined the research.  
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Data collection and intervention

Each participant completed a preliminary questionnaire on Surveymonkey to establish their general level 
of reading, their interests, attitudes and reading preferences. Their perception of gender differences 
with regard to reading was sought. As well as gaining valuable baseline data, this enabled me to load the 
e-readers, with appropriate books, to suit the boys concerned. The boys were asked to nominate titles and 
authors they would like to read. In some cases, chosen titles were not available digitally. As a result, in some 
instances boys accepted their third or fourth choice or were provided with books within the same genre. As 
this was commonly the case, the final questionnaire sought feedback regarding the more limited range of 
e-books.  

After completing the survey, each of the boys was loaned a dedicated e-reader, initially for a period of two 
weeks. These included Kobo readers, Sony PRS-650 readers, Kindles and one iPad. They were given a 
checklist of e-reader features to refer to whilst reading, the expectation being that each participant would 
use this sheet to acknowledge the features he found most useful and submit this at the time of returning 
the e-reader. The checklist served as a tool to focus attention on the e-readers’ different features, which 
were not always fully obvious. The iPad, being a more expensive item, was not for home loan. It provided a 
number of the same books as those loaded to the dedicated e-readers and in addition, the digitally enhanced 
picture book Animalia by Graeme Base. The iPad, whilst offering far greater capability than simply e-reading, 
was seen by many as significant competition to the 
dedicated e-reader because it provided colour, high 
resolution complex graphics and increased interactive 
capabilities, yet could provide the same e-reading 
function. 

Prior to the summer vacation, the boys were asked 
to reflect on the value of reading from an electronic 
device. Views were noted; either recorded using a 
Flip camera or field notes taken. With the summer 
vacation drawing near, giving ample time to read, 
it was decided to extend the project to include this 
time. Some boys chose not to take the device over 
the holidays, expressing concerns regarding the 
responsibility for expensive equipment over an 
extended period.

On completing the project at the end of the December/January vacation, a final questionnaire using 
Surveymonkey was undertaken by the boys to compare their ‘before and after’ views. In addition to this 
final survey, formal and informal discussions to determine the factors that increased interest in reading for 
pleasure, using e-readers, were sought and recorded as before.  

It was particularly interesting to hear and record in detail, the voices of the boys in the group who found 
reading a real challenge. In groups of three or as individuals, a guided discussion was recorded; field notes 
taken. One very capable Year 9 boy (Student K) spoke formally to his class on the motivational aspects of 
e-readers. This was video-recorded. Whilst the boys used their own names in any data collected, they were 
given a pseudonym to ensure anonymity.   

Data analysis 

Data were examined throughout the project; key aspects of the information being summarized in chart form. 
Written and spoken responses were categorised according to the e-reading feature mentioned.  

The initial survey provided me with vital base information concerning the boys’ reading enjoyment, speed, 
feelings of reading competence, ‘flow’ experiences, their technological capabilities and attitudes. A summary 
analysis was made using the data analysis tools of Surveymonkey.  From this data, roughly three groups 
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emerged: those for whom reading is a real challenge, the ‘average’ reader, and those who already enjoy it and 
are very capable. Each individual’s response was colour coded within each category of the main summary 
chart, comparing key aspects from both surveys.   

From the checklists and oral comments made on the return of the devices, I summarized the features they 
found most helpful in reading their books, and made note of differences between brands.  

Key findings and discussion

At the commencement of this study, the boys agreed that reading was important, if not crucial, to their 
success in later life. Participants regarded themselves technologically competent, and, interestingly, a 
significant number did not see that enjoyment of reading and capability as readers were necessarily linked. 
When asked if they thought e-readers could motivate them to read, the greater majority believed it possible. 
However, after the intervention, although the majority of boys felt that the enjoyment of reading may have 
increased, only a small number felt that e-readers had any effect on increasing their reading competence.

It was noteworthy that of the boys who felt that they read faster, rated themselves more highly, and enjoyed 
reading more after the intervention of using an e-reader, only one of them fell into the category of being a 
highly capable reader. The less capable the reader, the more of a difference an e-reader seemed to make.  

Perceived benefits

In terms of benefits in using e-readers, sixteen of the boys regarded adjustable font size and use of the 
integrated dictionary as useful to boys who find difficulty with reading, whilst ten participants regarded 
the touch screen facility (Sony) useful. Eight found the text-to-speech capability, screen size and weight a 
valuable feature. The boys also felt that added features on some of the e-readers aided their comfort and/
or enjoyment of use, for example, colour, range of other applications available, user friendliness and clarity of 
the screen.

Leisure reading

The focus groups and informal discussions provided a chance for the boys to expand on their opinions after 
they had used e-readers. They made comment that in terms of leisure activities, they prefer to be outside 
and doing things. However, an e-reader, readily available in their bags and loaded with a wide variety of books, 
may assist boys in the pursuit of this balance as indicated by these comments from participants: Using the 
e-readers was an interesting experience, not necessarily making 
reading more enjoyable for me, but certainly making it easier and 
more accessible’ whilst another noted, I found that the e-reader was 
more enjoyable because it is lighter and more aesthetically pleasing 
than a book. It was also easier to carry around in a case than a novel’. 

It was noteworthy that fourteen of the twenty participants believed 
the e-reader did not increase feelings of competence. This at first 
seemed somewhat anomalous to some of the comments made, but 
it needs to be acknowledged that these devices were new to the 
boys. The boys suggested that greater familiarity with e-readers 
would be needed before a final judgment could be made. There were 
a number of comments made regarding how annoying it was that 
the screen of e-readers turned momentarily black when the page 
turned, as noted by this participant,

‘It was convenient and fast to use. However, I did find the colour 
invert slightly dizzying whenever I turned the page.
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Not always could a boy read his first choice of book. One boy commented that,

I often read books from recommendations from others.  However, since many authors were not yet 
available on the e-reader, I simply read the first few chapters of the books available and read to see if I got 
‘hooked’. 

Another boy commented,

‘I think that paper books have a better variety of books than the e-reader, but the e-reader is more 
enjoyable to read.’

Overall, the boys were very excited and pleased to have the opportunity to trial this technology.  It was 
interesting to observe the boys when they were first handed an e-reader. One boy asked how ‘thick’ the book 
was, how many pages it had, and how big the print size was. He kept turning the device over in his hands, 
looking at it sideways and underneath it. He seemed to be looking for the traditional cues, provided by paper 
books, for choosing what to read. It became apparent that the decision as to whether a particular e-book is 
the sort that will meet your reading requirements must be based on a different set of criteria to those used 
when choosing a traditional book. Another boy also noted,

‘It is easier [when using an e-reader] to choose a book that I know of, as it becomes more accessible. 
However, I believe it would be harder to choose a book that I did not know, as there was no cover, blurb 
etc. upon which I could base a judgement’.

It became increasingly apparent to me that many facets of a paper book are key indicators to its potential for 
an enjoyable reading experience. The cover, thickness, size of font, illustrations, layout and perhaps even the 
quality of the paper may traditionally influence the boys’ decision to read a particular book. It was also clear 
that a reader gains ‘feedback’ by seeing where he is up to in a book. As one boy noted,

I prefer holding a book and seeing how much I have read’

and another remarked,

‘It’s hard to know what page you’re on. It only says the location’.

It would seem that a sense of achievement can be gained from seeing how many pages have gone by, and 
it may also be possible that an experienced reader gains insight into how far away a critical moment in the 
narrative might be from how far physically into a book he has read.

As all Year 10 students possessed an electronic tablet, opinions were sought on the use of these as e-reading 
devices. One boy summarised what a many of them felt,

‘Reading a book on a computer is too distracting as there are other things on the computer. Also the 
computer doesn’t engage you as a reader as much when you have an actual book in your hands’. 

Most felt that, whilst the tablet was a very useful tool for research and completing assignments, when it 
came to reading for pleasure, a more dedicated device, either a paper book or an e-reader, was preferred. Yet 
another student summarised the situation for some of the more capable readers when he said, ‘I don't really 
mind as to what my format of reading is’.

Conclusion

The action research into using e-readers to enhance boys’ enthusiasm and success in reading for leisure 



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE 173

PRACTICE/ AVERY

demonstrated an overwhelming majority of the participants acknowledge that the use of an e-reader actually 
increases, or may increase their reading enjoyment. As well, an interesting correlation between reading 
enjoyment and competence appears to exist amongst a number of the boys that Churchie has regarded as 
needing greater assistance with their reading. On the whole, e-readers have been demonstrated at Churchie 
to develop adolescent boys’ feelings of enjoyment and competence in reading for leisure, especially in cases 
where literacy and learning are being compromised by a lack of motivation.

Once completely familiar with the technology, it may be that a state of flow in reading could be more easily 
achieved. There may also be some inherent features of an e-reader, which simply do not lend themselves to 
flow experience for some people.

Implications of the study on practice

Whilst it would seem that there are a number of features which make e-readers very useful tools in the 
teaching of reading to boys who find reading a challenge, namely the adjustable font size, the easy use of 
a dictionary and text to speech capability, there is an undeniable elegance inherent in the traditional paper 
book which has not been lost on the twenty young men in my study. As one boy in Year 11, who is now into the 
second year of using an electronic tablet for all his studies, commented,

I believe paper books still hold relevance in modern society because the thought of relaxing does not 
involve sitting with a computer or other such device because most of the education or working world 
involves these devices.  Relaxing is thought of as escaping this.  

This boy is speaking of reading for leisure rather than for research related purposes.  If e-readers and related 
electronic devices can provide those boys, for whom reading has never been a pleasure, an opportunity to 
increase their reading speed and ability and thereby gain some enjoyment from the experience, then they 
must surely serve a useful purpose in teaching boys to read. The fact that an e-reader can hold hundreds of 
books and be so lightweight and space-effective is also an undeniable advantage.

Implications for future research

A longitudinal study whereby boys use an e-reader continuously over a longer period, becoming more 
thoroughly comfortable with the technology, may see a stronger co-relation between reading enjoyment, 
competence and flow. Despite eighteen of the boys regarding themselves as at least competent in the use 
of technology, comments suggest that a frustration factor is often just below the surface when using any 
technology, and that this is absent when using a traditional paper book. A second cycle of action research will 
document the changes in engagement with reading for leisure amongst the more reading-challenged boys, 
who have purchased their own e-readers, could provide a more solid foundation for judging the motivational 
aspects of e-readers.  
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A journey with boys and reading 

Christine Wilson 

FYI, 2006

I was honoured to receive the SLAV Research Fellow  ship 2005 in recognition of my work in the area of boys 
and reading. It is my pleasure now to share some of that research journey with you. 

I have been a practising teacher-librarian for twenty years. As seventeen of those years have been in boys' 
schools it should be no surprise that I have developed a keen interest in boys and reading. I started seriously 
looking at this issue whilst employed at St Joseph's College, Geelong. During this time I worked with the 
English Co-ordinator, Kay Leyshon, on a project to improve the boys' literacy and reading levels. 

I went on to prepare and present a paper on this work for the Australian School Library Association 
conference in 1999. Writing the paper focused my attention on the issues facing boys and reading in both 
the local school setting and beyond. At that time I had a chance to look at our school's efforts to encourage 
reading, evaluate our progress and make some changes. Later, while preparing a research paper as part of 
study for a Masters degree at RMIT, I investigated ways to improve the reading levels of the students at St 
Joseph's College. 

The ASLA paper is a case study of St Joseph's College and serves as a good introduction to my professional 
project. In contrast, the RMIT research paper covers the general literature on the subject and includes ideas 
about approaches to the issues. Both of the papers are available on my website <www. namultimedia.com/
boysdoread/>. 

I developed this website to promote the issues of boys 
and reading and to share my work with other interested 
parties. I receive emails from many children, teachers 
and parents asking for advice or engaging in a discussion 
about boys and reading. Also on the website I have 
various resources including guides both for students and 
parents who are trying to assist their sons in selecting 
reading material. 

My research commenced with a review of the body of 
literature on boys, literacy and reading, and what I read 
both informs my thinking and underpins my practice. I 
like to revisit this literature periodically and I strongly 
encourage others to do the same, as it paints a picture 
for us of the state of play. Current research supports 
the idea that boys do face particular issues with reading 
and literacy. We all have anecdotal er served to focus 
experiences of boys not taking up the challenge of reading and engaging with literacy activities but a glance 
through the literature will confirm that boys do have specific needs which must be met. 

In my view the key issues surrounding boys and reading are: 

• offering a choice of reading material through good library collections and focusing on the way 
books are taught in an inclusive English curriculum 

• promoting active engagement in physical and hands-on activities e.g. drama, craft, excursions 
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• providing a collaborative environment which 
encourages talking, questioning, thinking and 
discussing 

• acknowledging specific reading difficulties 
and being able to diagnose and address these 
difficulties 

• improving boys' self image  
considering boys' different development stages and 
pace  
treating boys as individuals and being aware of 
issues in their backgrounds such as ESL 

• recognising that boys live in a culture that may 
not value reading and which may see reading as a 
feminine pursuit  
creating a teaching and learning environment 
designed for the specific needs of boys. 

 
Several of these issues can be addressed through the establishment of a positive reading culture in the 
school setting. In my view, a positive reading culture is one in which reading and literacy is valued, seen to be 
a worthwhile and is a socially acceptable skill. Such a culture fosters a love of reading and literacy in many 
forms in an atmosphere where reading and literacy are accessible to everyone as a normal, routine part of 
the day. 

Over the years I have formulated a process to improve the reading culture of a school. It has evolved through 
research and practice and is one way in which any school can advance the engagement of boys in reading and 
literacy, thus boosting overall academic performance. 

The first step toward improving the reading culture in your school is to review the literature in order to better 
understand the issues and become aware of ideas and strategies that could make a difference in your school. 
Next, form a reading culture group/committee/task force, making sure all key stakeholders are represented. 
This group should then undertake a reading culture audit before finally developing a step by step reading 
culture plan. 

My research commenced with a review of the body of literature on boys...I like to revisit this literature 
periodically and I strongly encourage others to do the same...

Strategies you could employ in implementing this plan include: taking a whole-school approach, using staff 
members or prominent males as reading role models, inviting guest speakers and making use of other 
literary opportunities, creating bibliographies and establishing reading time and space for boys, reflecting on 
your library collection development, involving parents, running motivational or promotional sessions about 
reading, using ICT or the English classroom, and encouraging a cross-curricular approach. 

I have detailed information on each of these strategies, as well as resources and all the survey forms needed 
to conduct research prior to implementing your plan.

Changing your school's reading culture takes influence, education, experience and determination, and it 
won't happen overnight. However, professional development and sharing with colleagues will motivate and 
inspire you. I have utilised professional associations, especially my SLAV, for professional development and 
collegialit and have learned many of the strategies I put into my plan at SLAV conferences. Students, too, 
have been a great inspiration. I have interviewed, surveyed and taught many boys who have contributed to 
my under standing of their reading and literacy interests and needs. 

...a positive reading culture is one in which reading and literacy is valued, seen to be a worthwhile and is a 
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socially acceptable skill. 

Engaging boys in reading at any school is an ongoing 
challenge but experience has shown me that the issues boys 
have with reading and literacy can be addressed. Despite all 
the negatives written about this issue, I believe as educators 
we can make a difference. we can meet the reading needs 
of boys. It takes the will to find the way, then some serious 
effort and planning but it can be done and teacher-librarians 
are the ones to lead the way. 

I believe that we as teacher-librarians can effect changes in 
attitudes towards boys and reading and thereby change a 
school's reading culture. We can motivate boys to become 
readers who are actively engaged in reading and literacy 
activities and are enriched by the experience. It has always 
been my philosophy that the active exchange of ideas 

between colleagues enriches our professional lives. I plan to continue working and pursuing my interest in 
the area of boys reading and literacy and sharing my research with others. 

I would encourage anyone wanting more information regarding the Reading Culture Plan to contact me 
through my website. 
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Reader's choice 

Camilla Elliott 

FYI, 2013

Selecting from the amazing wealth of reading opportunities 

Graphic novels are a popular reading  format 
with the boys of Mazenod College, be they 
manga, anime, classic graphic novels or 
picture books for the adolescent reader. 
A strong culture of reading at the College 
is facilitated by time tabled free, voluntary 
reading classes for Years 7-9 that also flows 
through to some Year 10 English classes. 
The range of read ing abilities and mixed 
levels of enthusiasm for reading are typical 
of Australian second ary college students 
although the environ ment is one where it's 
'OK to be a reader'. Mazenod is a Catholic 
boys college in eastern suburban Melbourne; 
a multicul tural community representing more 
than 100 different nationalities with many 
stu dents from homes where English is the 
second language.

Investigating student activity 

This investigation into the on line reading 
habits of our students arose from observing 
them accessing and sharing online graphic 
novel sites within the library during recess and lunch breaks. While some students read alone, reading and 
sharing 'good reads' is an obvious social activity. We know that these students are avid readers of hard copy 
graphic novels; the purpose of this exercise was to establish what they read for recreation on line and how 
this fits with what we provide as a school library. Do they read on line instead of borrowing from the library or 
is reading online a supple ment to their current reading practice? What is the attraction to reading on line? 

The research for this article was informal with students happy to share their knowledge and opinions. It 
involved questions asked of students during reading classes or while in the library during their free time. It 
didn't involve a specific set of questions but rather, took the form of an information-seeking conversation 
with questions about preferences, motivation and satisfaction they experienced as readers. The survey 
group was not large -fourteen students were interviewed - but it was evident from early in the investigation 
that their experiences were similar. 

Predominant findings 

The predominant finding was that, in reading online, students prefer the free manga sites, although they were 
also happy to read traditional comic formats if they were free. They did not prefer the online version to the 
hardcopy, however preference for the online version over whelmingly related to access to the story, getting 
the next chapter, moving on. According to Year 7 student, Spencer, even though he reads online constantly, 
his preference is for the hard copy book "because you don't have to wait for the next chapter to download , 
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you can just keep reading". The attraction of online reading for him is the regular release of new chapters.

The old argument 

Before going on here, let us pause a moment to dismiss any argument about the legitimacy of graphic novels 
as a choice of reading ma erial for students. One hopes that his argument has been well and truly decided, 
but it is still not un common to hear objections from teacher  librarians and English reachers who prefer to 
have a student struggle through a 'novel' rather than enjoy he pleasure of simply reading and getting lost 
in a story. Stephen D. Krashen, author of the acclaimed The Power of Reading is renowned for his re search 
and advocacy in defence of comics. Krashen says the attraction for comics lies in the fact that "the texts of 
comics are linguistically appropriate, and pictures can help make the texts comprehensible" (Krashen 2004, 
p 102). 

While stipulating that an exclusive diet of comic books will probably develop adequate but not advanced 
levels of competence in language and literacy development, Krashen (2004) says transla tion of the text 
through pictures holds the interest of the reader more easily. Having offered the graphic novel Watchmen 
to a reluctant Year 10 reader recently, I checked with him at the end of class as to how he had enjoyed it. His 
response, "It didn't make me go to sleep, Miss", spoke volumes. He hadn't chosen his own book but in Watch-
men found a story compelling enough to maintain his attention. 

Krashen (2004, p 71) is actively involved in research supporting the value of free voluntary reading 
in developing compre hension and literacy skills, emphasising the potential of "reading that is easily 
comprehensible and compelling, reading that the reader selects, reading that is done with no accountability, 
no testing, no book reports, but for its own sake, for pleasure". In Free Voluntary Reading (2011) he states 
that where in previous publica tions he had hypothesised that input needs to be interesting for [language] 
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acquisition to take place, he now suspects that "inter esting is not enough and that input has to be 
compelling". 

Concern is also expressed about "narrow reading" behaviours whereby students focus on one topic, author, 
or genre according to interest. Krashen insists that "self-selection and narrow reading nearly guarantee 
interest and comprehensibility because of greater background knowledge, which increases as readers read 
more, and because of greater knowledge of the language" (2004 p 72). With this in mind, the prefer ences of 
readers can be moved along in the process of guiding their development. 

What's being read online? 

So what are students reading? There is no end of reading materials freely available online. Sites such as 
Storyline <http://www. storylineonline.net/> where members of the Screen Actors Guild Foundation read well 
known stories; Project Gutenberg <http://www.gutenberg.org/> presents thousands of free ebooks; Librivox 
<http:// librivox.org/> has an extensive range of audio books, also free. 

When it comes to graphic novels, however, Mazenod College students over whelmingly prefer manga and 
anime. Popular sites are Mangahit <http://www. mangahit.com/> Manga Reader <http:// www.mangareader.
net/>, Manga Fox <http:// mangafox.me/> where many comics pro vide regular weekly, fortnightly or monthly 
updates that are published as hardcopy graphic novels as they accumulate. Hence Year 7 student Spencer's 
preference for being able to "just keep reading" in hardcopy for mat. Popular apps for iOS and Android de-
vices are Manga Storm and Manga Rocks.

Toriko <http://www.mangareader.net/ 349/toriko.html>, a Japanese manga series written and illustrated 
by Mitsutoshi Shimabukuro was a popular choice with boys involved in this survey. It has been serialised in 
weekly online chapters since May 2008 and is currently at Chapter 240. As of February 2013, twenty three 
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printed volumes had been published from these online chapters. Toriko, the online comic, is supported by a 
wiki providing detailed supporting information about his character, abilities and rela ionships. Our students 
were less interes ed in the wiki, however the activity on the Toriko Forum <http:// tori ko.wi ki a .com/wi ki/S 
peci al: Forum> indicates that other readers are taking advantage of the opportunity to interact. This is only 
one example of serialised manga/anime novels. 

It's the story 

Not all students responded with details of comics they were reading. Two boys were adamant about their 
preference for manga and anime video sites stating enthusiastically that, "You don't have to have to read, 
you can just watch the videos". They offered for reference the sites Watch Op <http://www1.watchop. com> 
and Crunchy Roll <http://www. crunchyroll.com>. Nevertheless, these boys did acknowledge that familiarity 
with these stories would influence their decision to select the hard copy version to read during their English 
reading classes. 

In following up the online recommen dations from students it soon became evident that although they 
have an active peer recommendation process guiding their reading, they are largely reading in the open, 
uncategorised world of the web. No flying no tights <http://noflyingnotights. com> is one of the few examples 
of sites that categorises material as suitable for kids, teens and adults, although students are not restricted 
to any particular category. I raised this concern with the boys. How can they be sure of the content they will 
encounter? How do they determine adult graphic novel sites? They were not con cerned and responded, 
"You can generally tell if its going to be too adult", "You haven't paid for it, so you just close it and move to 
something else", "You're usually following recommendations that are at your level". They were clearly aware 
of the environ ment in which they were reading but were confident in managing the content them selves. 

The practice of pre-marketing during the production phase and producing a hardcopy version once enough 
pages or chapters are written is common. The author of Earthsong <http://earthsongsaga.com> for instance, 
writes online until she has enough pages. She simply signs off the volume and pub lishes it into hardcopy. 
Earthsong has adult themes and has been available on line since 2004. Other sites in this category are: Glass 
Urchin <http://www.glassurchin.com> and Freak Angels <http://www.freakangels. com>. 

Other graphic options 

Away from the manga and anime genre, comic enthusiasts are also reading the free material on sites such 
as Comixology <http://www.comixology.com> and Dark Horse Digital <https://digital.darkhorse. com> where 
individual comics in a series are offered as samples with the intention of attracting a purchase. 

This research exercise among our readers at Mazenod College has highlighted how important it is that we, as 
professionals who are guiding the reading of young people, have knowledge of their on line reading ac tivity, 
being aware of it and factoring that awareness into our own library collection. The reading habits of students 
are changing as formats change. They are responding to availability. Bowkett and Hitchman (2011) confirm 
this, saying, "In reading comic books children are engaging with highly complex and structured narrative 
forms. Whether they realise it or not, their emergent visual literacy promotes thinking skills and develops 
wider metacognitive abilities". 

At Mazenod College, we are certainly witnessing an elevated level of interest among our readers as the 
graphic content of our collection increases. It seems more accessible to them. They are not limited to manga 
and anime but will also read from our broad range of classic titles such as Robinson Crusoe, The Hound of the 
Baskervilles and 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea to Mang a Shakespeare and Assassin's Creed available in 
both hardcopy and digital format on iPads via Ave!Comics <http://www.avecomics.com/en/>. 

To conclude, reading on line is simply another reading experience for our students. 
The format is irrelevant - they are guided by the content, the excitement of the story. What is clear is that this 
exercise has merely scraped the surface of the changes in students' reading habits. It has not even touched 



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE 183

PRACTICE/ ELLIOT

on the growing range 
of transmedia reading 
experiences such as 
Inanimate Alice <http://
www.inanimatealice.
com> where the story 
uses text, images, 
music, sound effects, 
puzzles and games to 
illus trate and enhance 
the narrative. 

Opportunities for 
reading engagement 
and thus literacy 
development are 
increas ing with the 
evolution of digital 
formats. Bringing these 
into our school libraries 
is an exciting challenge. 
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When reading and sport align 

Sharon Marchingo

FYI, 2014

If you ever thought that your role as a teacher-librarian was not important and that you don't have the power 
to have an impact on students' lives then think again. In the past month I have seen the fruits of my influence 
and it is all about a 15-year-old refugee, his love for reading and the Collingwood Football Club. 

Crusoe College is a 7-10 Secondary College in Bendigo Victoria. Bendigo is culturally a monocultural area and 
very few students are born overseas, although this has started to change of recent times. We are located in 
a low socio-economic area of Bendigo in a school with falling enrolments, debt issues and NA PLAN liter acy 
levels that are below the state average. 

In the context of this, ten months ago, an inspiring new student called Reza Azimi, entered the Global 
Learning Centre (Library) looking for something to read and at that point our paths merged. As a teacher-
librarian and an English teacher at Crusoe College I instantly realised I had a student who had an insatiable 
desire to learn and read and we made a special connection. 

Reza's father came to Australia three years previously and he gained employ ment at a chicken farm near 
Bendigo in order to earn what was required to bring his wife and three children to Australia. The family were 
living in Iran after having fled from Afghanistan from the persecu tion of the Taliban and were desperately 
awaiting resettlement. Reza arrived in Aus tralia with little English and with no inter est in reading. In Iran he 
rarely ventured outdoors from his apartment and he spent most of his time playing on an Xbox. Upon arrival 
in Australia the family went to live with a generous Bendigo sponsor family who they continue to live with 
to this day. It was here that Reza learnt from his host father, Steve Campbell, that the main way to acquire 
English was to read and read widely. At this time Reza also made friends with another neighbour, Hans Meinig, 
a devout Collingwood supporter. He took Reza to his first game and he was so over come with the game and 
the club that he said, "When I saw Collingwood play I was so happy that they will be in my heart for ever". As a 
result of this encounter Reza reads every book 
he can get his hands on related to Collingwood. 
With his extraordi nary photographic memory 
he is able to re call dates, facts and information 
about the club that even the most steadfast of 
sup porters would be unaware of. Such was his 
excitement about the club that he decided to 
join as a junior member. Reza says that he loves 
Collingwood because it is like a big family that he 
feels very proud to be a part of. 

From books about Collingwood and football 
in general, Reza is now reading and devouring 
classics such as To Kill a Mockingbird and Of 
Mice and Men, war history books and he is 
currently enjoying anything written by Gary 
Paulsen - an amazing achievement given that 
he has ac quired English in only 10 months. Reza 
un derstands quite clearly that the pathway to 
success starts with being literate and by reading. 
He visits the Global Learning Cen tre on a daily 
basis to chat about the events of the day and to 
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find out what books he can read to learn more about Australia's history and culture. He is always keen to see 
if any 'black and white striped' books have found their way onto our shelves.

Reza has a winning smile and a charis matic way about him and he is drawn to adults. He makes friends easily 
and he is popular with his peers. Not only does he study hard but he holds down a job for five days a week 
after school at a local law firm. He has been inspired by the work of lawyers and he has decided that he wants 
to become a lawyer for the Collingwood Football Club when he leaves school. 

Shortly after joining the football club Reza was lamenting the fact that he had not received his membership 
package. A chance conversation with my hairdresser and an amazing contact led to McGuire Media taking an 
interest in Reza and decid ing to make a documentary featuring Reza at school, work and home, using the col-
lege library as a focus. The generosity of the film makers and their genius in telling a story, created a magical 
documentary that will remain on the Collingwood web site for years to come. It was with enor mous pride as I 
viewed Reza, myself, his teachers, family and friends being inter viewed in the superbly produced documen-
tary for The Club on Foxtel. The camera loved Reza and showed him to be an amaz ing young man who he is 
set on a pathway to success in his adopted country. He was completely overcome when he was invited by 
Collingwood to view a Friday night match the very next day after filming. The highlight of the evening was 
when he ran onto the ground in a football jumper with his name on it. 

The Collingwood Football Club is to be congratulated for promoting grass roots supporters and telling a 
positive refugee story that can be few and far between in the media. When too much media coverage is never 
enough, a further contact of mine meant that Reza received a double page spread in The Bendigo Advertiser 
the day after the football match. His story has cap tured the imagination of people all over the world and has 
been circulated extensively via social media. 

Reza is not alone in his understanding of the importance of reading; the Karen refugees at my school also 
visit the library daily and borrow extensively. Australia's 2012 PISA results clearly show that mi grant children 
out-perform Australian -born children, with Indigenous students or those living in remote areas twice as 
likely to do worse in the PISA tests. This is a chal lenge that schools and teacher-librarians must address. 
We need to look at ways to harness this enthusiasm for reading and the desire to learn that Reza and others 
have demonstrated. His story is evidence that when sport and reading align we have the most powerful 
opportunity to engage students in learning. 

The documentary can be viewed on: http://www.collingwoodfc.com.au/video/ 2014-05-07 /the-club-s3e8-
reeza 

The Bendigo Advertiser coverage and picture gallery can be viewed on: https://www.bendigoadvertiser.com.
au/story/2255202/collingwood-football-club-forever-in-rezas-heart-video-pictures/

Sharon Marchingo, Global Learning Centre Leader and Year 10 English coordi nator Crusoe 7-10 SC, Bendigo, 
Victoria.
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Dads and Daves reading program at Sunbury SC 

Penny Geoghegan 

FYI, 2001

The idea for a father and son reading program came from an article I received at an Australian Centre for 
Youth Literature session for teacher-ibrarians at the State Library in 2000. The article, 'Dads 'n' Lads: reading 
together' by Anne Marley (Children's and Schools Library Services, Hampshire) described their project to get 
fathers and sons reading together.

Improving boys' literacy is a Charter priority at Sunbury. Sunbury has also attempted to address the parenting 
boys issue with evening parent sessions. So a program like Dads and Daves was supported when I put in for 
funding. 

The Dads and Daves Reading Program aimed to: improve boys' literacy, develop a reading habit, involve 
fathers as role models and produce reviews and recommended reading lists. The idea was to get father and 
son pairs reading the same book or author, coming to a meeting where they would talk about what they had 
read and to produce reviews and reading lists to be published on the school newsletter. 

For the inaugural meeting I wanted to get a 'name' male author 
as a drawcard. John Marsden first came to mind as he's well 
known (we do Tomorrow at year 9), he'd been at the school 
previously and his property is up our way. We also do James 
Moloney at year 8 and year 10 and I had noted he was to be at 
the VATE Conference early May. So when an English teacher 
asked for his email address I took a punt and emailed him. I was 
stunned when he responded within the hour. A couple of phone 
calls to Booked Out later and he was confirmed. Then followed 
the real work.

In my funding application I'd requested money for: a guest 
speaker, new and duplicate titles, food, photo copying and 
mail outs. I advertised on the school bulletin, newsletter and 
through year level managers. I was fortunate to have a year 10 
work experience student to assist prepare for the evening. She produced my handout, produced and put 
up the signs and spruced up the fiction area. I booked pizzas, bought cake and coke, got the urn, set up the 
library and displayed duplicate copies of around 20 male friendly tides. Handouts included Penguin's 12 page 
brochure Bringing Books to Boy's, Susan LaMarca's Old and New Books That Can Work with Boys list and 
mine which was a selection of the mini reviews from the Dads 'n' Lads article along with internet addresses 
from James Moloney, Penguin and The Young Australian Reading Report.

Sixteen fathers and sons (from year 7 to year 10) came. It doesn't seem like many but the night was up 
against our transition night and year tens being out on work experience. The Dads 'n' Lads project had 
attracted eight, so I felt if they stayed on and signed up then I would be happy. James Moloney spoke well; 
he engaged the boys and the fathers and was very supportive of the program. After his talk I did a brief rave 
about the books and the program. That concluded the formal part of the evening.

The Dads and Daves had been pretty quiet during the talks and when the pizzas arrived I had a brief panic 
moment when it seemed they were not so interested and that there would be an embarrassing amount of 
food left over. The panic was fleeting as they responded enthusiastically to the invitation to check out the 
books, started talking and began devouring the food. (It always amazes me how much males, even young 
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ones, can eat.) I went around talking to the boys and their 
fathers and recorded what they had selected. James 
Moloney was great, chatting and making suggestions. 
It was a success, one of those rare warm glow occasions. 
They all went home with books, at least half with two 
titles. They borrowed: Jack London - Call of the Wild 
and White Fang, Ian Bone - Killer Plot, Fat Boy Saves the 
World and Tin Soldiers, Bill Condon - Dogs and Master 
of Disaster, John Marsden - The Dead of Night and David 
Harris - Devil's Island and Fortress.  I shelved the rest (but 
with a warm glow). 

We are to meet again next term. This will be the real test. 
Will they come back? Will they talk? Will they produce 
reviews? I hope so and my gut feeling says yes. I've spoken 
to the boys and they are all reading and so is dad. I will do 
a mail out reminding them of our next meeting, bulletin 
notices and newsletter items. 

Concerns were raised about boys without dads (or key males) so I will extend the invitation to mums and 
other dads who couldn't make it first time. 

A surprise highlight of the evening was the appearance of a family with their daughter Natalie. It turned out 
Natalie had emailed James Moloney years ago when she was eleven in response to Swashbuckler. Her emails 
had been the inspiration for Buzzard Breath and Brains. It was a thrill for all of us and especially for James 
Moloney who then told us the story of their emails and the writing of Buzzard Breath and Brains. 

There's buckets of evidence out there to argue for a program like this. The issues of boys' literacy and boys 
in general are so hot decision-makers are very receptive to ideas that address them. The Young Australians 
Reading Report was launched in time for me to refer to it and to see that the Dads and Daves Reading 
Program was in line with its recommendations.
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Parent community book club 

Sharon Marchingo 

FYI, 2014

The Crusoe College Global Learning Centre (GLC), otherwise known as the library, has established the first 
ever Parent Community Book Club. This initiative has been the College's response to the National Year of 
Reading. 

The Book Club was established early in 2012 and the original intention was that it would provide parents and 
community members with the opportunity to engage with reading across the College's catchment suburbs. 
The program was also seen as an opportunity for the College to provide services and enrichment to students 
and parents beyond the school day, thus providing stronger links and connection with the parent community. 

The genesis of the book club began two years ago when 
I was part of a working parry called The School Change 
Team chat looked at ways we could utilise the newly 
built Global Learning Centre to make links with the local 
community. I called for interested people in the first year 
but sadly did not obtain enough interest and shelved the 
idea for another 12 months. 

Not to be deterred, I applied for a grant from the Bendigo 
and Central Victorian Community Foundation lace in 2011. 
The foundation offers a range of grants for community 
organisations to establish a wide range of activities that 
promote the growth of community and participation in 
local activities. Fortunately, I was successful in not only 
gaining a grant for the Book Club but also funding for a 
Homework Club for students that is run after the school 
day. The major sponsor of this program was Adroit 
Insurance and I am very grateful for their patronage in providing additional support to not only our student 
community but the wider community as well. I advertised for members once more and this time I was 
successful in gaining the requisite ten members. In the initial meeting we established protocols for the group 
and discussed how we would select books 

By establishing the book club it was hoped that if parents gained a renewed passion for reading, that this 
would have a flow-on effect for students. Based on the comments of some of the parent participants, chis is 
now the case. The Club operates on the third Thursday of the month at the College and is believed to be the 
first of its kind in any secondary school. 

The aim of the program was to encourage reading across the school community. It was also designed 
to utilise the spaces of the College beyond the school day and to add value to the Kangaroo Flat wider 
community. 

Members of the club consist of parents, some staff and even a grandmother of one of the students. Each 
member takes it in turns co select a novel that will be read and discussed the following month. Parents 
are also encouraged to take advantage of borrowing from the Library's extensive collection of books. It is 
heart warming to see parents popping into the GLC co borrow and chat about their children's and their own 
reading. 
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Titles that have been studied this year consist of a range of young adult and adult books. The reading of the 
superb Nanberry by Jackie French was very successful, provoking much interest from students, parents and 
staff in reading the book. The Help by Kathryn Stockett also proved a hit with members. 

As the organiser of the club I am thrilled that a long-held dream to establish such a book club has become a 
reality. We have grown close as a group and have a lot of laughs sharing our insights about the focus book. 
We also enjoy sharing other books that we have read. A new development has been a show and tell session at 
the end of the meeting where each member takes it in turn to talk about their hobby and shares samples with 
the group. We have discovered all sorts of talents and one parent has even offered to share her skills as a toy 
maker with students. It is amazing what untapped capabilities there are out in the community. 

Parent member Michelle Lucas says that the club offers a relaxing and inviting place where she can slow 
down the frenetic pace of her usual life. She says that it enables her to not only discuss the book in review but 
a wide range of literature as well. 

"It has reignited my love of reading and my enthu siasm and discussions at home about book club, have 
sparked an interest in my 11-year-old son. The Crusoe College Book Club is a treasure to me", she said. 

Maggie Whitaker, also a parent member, said that now that her children are a little older she actually has time 
to read again. 

"By being in the secondary college Book Club it shows my children that reading is not only something you are 
made to do for your schooling but it can be relevant to your interests, enjoyable and sociable!" 

The Parent Book Club has led to an interest in establishing a student book club in 2013 with the intention 
of inspiring students to read and discuss books from the collection that are currently neglected due to the 
crowded curriculum. Given the demand and interest it also seems feasible that a second parent book club 
may be established in 2013. 

Sharon Marchingo is Global Learning Centre leader, Crusoe 7-10 Secondary College.
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The Silver Brumby comes to town 

Merilyn Kelly

FYI, 1998

They didn't tell us about this sort of thing in the library training course. I suppose they didn't think a horse 
fight was all that likely - not in a school library anyway. But there it was - blood every where, the gnash and 
clash of teeth and hooves, screams ...

Every few weeks Tricia, the teacher-librarian, and I, gather together our eager little brood of year 7 to 9 
readers, for a book club meeting. We call ourselves the Yabbies (YABBA - get it?)

A couple of weeks ago, Tricia and I decided to talk to the book club kids about our favourite books. At a SLAV 
seminar earlier in the year, Tricia had heard about illustrating book talks with props. You tell the story while 
producing appropriate bits of paraphernalia out of your show-bag as you go. We thought we'd give it a try. 

Tricia chose Sylvia Waugh's The Mennyms - a crazy, appealing story about a family of rag dolls who come to 
life, but who have to hide their identities. She had the sewing kit, the dolls' house, the big hat and sunglasses 
for disguise, and of course, the rag dolls. The kids loved it. They sat there enthralled and enter tained as 
Tricia told them the story. The characters really came to life for them. I decided to introduce them to Elyne 
Mitchell's Silver Brumby series. First, I set the scene with twigs of wattle and gum nuts shaken artistically 
over Benni che grey kangaroo (my son's brown mother kangaroo with her joey in her pouch).

Next, the real stars of the show began to make their appearance. After many years languishing in a box in the 
back shed, Barbie's horses emerged triumphant, transformed into snorting, stamping high plains brumbies. 
One by one, out of the show bag they came as I read. First there was the stallion Baringa (Barbie's beautiful 
white horse), then the mare, Dawn (Barbie's beautiful palomino), then the colt Dilkara (Barbie's beautiful 
pony), the mare Yarolala (Barbie's other beautiful palomino) and finally Baringa's fearsome foe, Lightning 
(Barbie's beautiful black horse).

Soon, with the enthusiastic assistance of my audience, the horses were jumping over swollen rivers, slipping 
off cliffs, grazing in the high plains and banging their plastic noses together as they joyfully nuzzled each 
other and pranced around in the clear mountain air. There was a lot of helpful whinnying and neighing. 

Now, such bucolic delights are all very well, but have you ever read a Silver Brumby story without one or ten 
murderous horse fights? No indeed! It was now time for Baringa to get serious and defend his herd of mares. 

By this time things had reached an unseemly degree of hilarity, but it was to get worse. The stallion battle 
was ... well, riotous. There they were, good white Baringa and bad black Lightning, neighing and snorting in 
fury, rearing and biting. I whipped out the tomato sauce bottle. The battle reached new heights of bloodied, 
frenzied desperation. The screams and shrieks of horrified laughter drowned my attempts to keep reading. 

It didn't matter. We all knew Baringa would win anyway; besides, I was laughing too much to talk. 

As I cleaned up the tomato sauce and wattle blossom, I silently apologised to Elyne. 

And which of the two books did the kids want to borrow? The Mennyms. Ah well, perhaps I lost sight of the 
actual point of the session; got a bit carried away you might say. I'll bet the numbers will be up at our next 
Yabbies meeting though! 

Merilyn Kelly is a library technician at Kilbreda College in Mentone
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Ivanhoe Girls’ genrefied together!

Fiona Mulvaney

Synergy, 2020

Snapshot

Fiona Mulvaney describes a student-centred approach to genrefying the school library collection, fostering 
student voice and inclusion and creating a sense of ownership of both the collections and their reading lives.

In September 2018, our beautiful Senior School library at Ivanhoe Girls’ Grammar School received an exciting 
injection of funds to build an Innovation Station (Maker Space) within the existing library.  This meant the 
existing book collections and spaces needed to be redesigned. Between September 2018 and January 2019, 
the library team worked together to completely change the existing layout of the library and reconsider the 
collections.  This included the necessary weeding and removal of some shelving.  We decided it was a great 
opportunity to genrefy both our non-fiction and our fiction collections.

This article follows on from a panel discussion and presentation I made at a ALIA Library Technicians 
Conference in September 2019 titled: School Libraries: Genrefication, Virtualisation, Realisation and 
Diversification.  I have included some of the images used in that presentation here.  The steps we undertook 
to create our fabulous new Genrefied Young Adult collection are summarised, but I will address the most 
exciting aspect of the process, which was the input by our students in our newly formed Year 7 library club 
called ‘Junior Edition’.  I will discuss why I think the Junior Edition students were so central to the success of 
this project and how they continue to drive our Reading and House literature programs.

Our process

We started with 3 students that were Reading Captains in the Junior School, who had graduated up to Year 7.  
We collected additional students as we grew, and the word got around that we were ‘taking over’ the Senior 
Library and genrefying the Senior Fiction collection.  
We kicked off with Fantasy, as it was agreed by the students it would be the biggest and easiest collection 
to Genrefy.  We bought Syba Signs senior posters and packets of Genre labels and we spent our lunchtimes 
initially looking at these genres, reading their genre definitions and trying to come to a general consensus 
about which genres to include and which to exclude and what ‘in house’ genres we would like to keep and 
grow. 

There was a lot of healthy debating, outright disagreements, and discussions about favourite genres, 
authors, series, individual titles, and all things literature.  

Diversity and inclusiveness: Our students love reading in the area of diversity and inclusion.  The Year 7 
Junior Edition students chose the genres to include from this area as part of this project.  Many of them read 
widely and are very aware of being privileged young people.  They are robust and want to hear stories or 
difference, diversity and stoicism.  They want the good, the bad and the ugly.

They chose to keep and expand the Genres of Sad, Aboriginal and LGBTQI (which changed to PLUS+).  These 
are some of most widely read genres in our collection for Wide Reading lessons and walk in choices.  We also 
Genrefied the Quick Reads for EAL students.

Initial planning and debating took 2 weeks: This was vital time, for the students to really get to know each 
other.  This was their first year of secondary school, their first time in a big school library, their first time 
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with new friends, and their first time being allowed to run a project together that was student driven.  A 
lot of firsts!  Some of the students were very shy and didn’t have a voice at the beginning.  Some students 
dominated and were very opinionated and needed to learn to listen more.  Some students came for the 
interactions, the debates, the inclusivity and the food rewards.

There was a general sense of a mission:  we needed to get this done, as the whole collection was on the 
floor, on temporary shelves, trolleys, in boxes and basically not accessible for borrowing.  This really spurred 
the students on.  They hated not getting to the lit.  We moved quite fast.  From one very large Library fiction 
collection, we turned the new collections into 20 YA Young Adult Genrefied collections and a separate Senior 
Fiction collection. We had about 7500 books in the Senior Fiction collection.  We weeded approximately 
30% of the collection before and during Genrefication, and the Year 7’s Genrefied 3325 books!

Debating Genres:  Each book was assessed.  As the titles were taken out of the collection, students had to 
either have read the book or found someone else who had read it, and if they were unsure or couldn’t agree, 
the students had to come and debate the pros/cons of their genre choice with a teacher librarian.  It was time 
consuming and incredibly rewarding.  The Junior Edition club grew to a steady 20-25 members at lunchtime 
on Wednesday, and then, as we ramped up, students came before school, during other lunchtimes and after 
school.  This was voluntary and completely driven by individuals in the club. 

Knowing students through their literature passion: The most exciting part of this process for me, was 
getting to know the new year 7 students, watching their interactions, getting to know them through their 
genre passions, their reading habits and watching them work together, play together and really ‘own’ the 
new library collections.  As the collections were Genrefied, they began to look less inwardly, and wanted to 
communicate their shared successes with the rest of the school. 

Learning and growing by doing: There is so much about this process that we didn’t know.  So much that we 
learnt and tried and tested as we went.  This was incredibly rewarding for all of the students involved.  Being 
able to be free to try an idea, see how it goes, reflect on what works and what doesn’t and being able to speak 
up and make changes, has empowered these students.  

Term 2 launch date – into assemblies and beyond:  The students decided that in Term 2 when the House 
Reading Challenge started, we would be ready to share our new collections and passions with the school 
at assemblies.  The students were excited to have an assembly spot on Monday to talk about their reading 
passions, ‘sell’ the library spaces and speak personally about a book and genre that was their favourite.  
Teachers were surprised and delighted with the sophistication and language used by the Junior Edition 
students.  I have included samples here of some of the Genres highlighted at the assemblies:

Student voices: Indigenous Genre 
“I’m part of the Junior Edition club. Our library’s collection of Indigenous literature features stories about, by 
or in collaboration with Australia’s First Peoples. These novels might feature young people coming to terms 
with their identity in contemporary Australia, consider realistic or historical perspectives, or take a more 
fantastical approach. Nanberry by Jackie French takes a look at the real life of a young Cadigal boy in the late 
1700s. Which novels do you have a strong history with?”

Student voices: PLUS+ Genre 
“I’m often inspired by the bravery in the library’s PLUS+ novels. Named in support of IGGS own PLUS+ club, 
these stories centre on the realistic experiences of LGBT teen protagonists. These novels are often about 
young people, like all of us, facing challenges like bullying and family pressures, ultimately finding their truth. 
Becky Albertalli and Adam Silvera’s What if it’s Us looks at two young men, their chance meeting, and the 
awkwardness of making a connection. Which stories do you identify with?”

Student voices: Fantasy Genre 
“I’m in Junior Edition Club. House Genre Reading Challenge is happening this term. One of my favourite 
genres is fantasy. Fantasy is the presence of magic and supernatural elements in a story. The powerful clash 
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of magic and monsters is so exciting. In my opinion, the ‘Throne of Glass’ series by Sarah J. Maas are some of 
the best fantasy books ever. What are some of yours?”

Student voices: Sci-Fi Genre  
“Hi, personally, I prefer Sci-Fi. Science Fiction books feature science elements and speculative scenarios that 
probably could exist. Sci-Fi writers have inspired technology we use today, from Bluetooth headphones to 
submarines and spaceships, but I love Orson Scott Card’s ‘Ender’s Game’, which explores alien conflict and 
virtual reality. What Sci-Fi inspires you?”

We all love statistics 

Circulation Statistics have increased across the Year 7’s and will probably exceed in Year 8, 9 & 10 after 
holiday borrowing.  We lost a lot of time by lower access to the fiction collections in Term 1.  We also lost 
student access as many classes were booked into the Innovation Station and not Wide Reading during Term 
2 & 3.  However, the definite up-side of Genrefication, is the access and ease of retrieval for our students and 
our library staff.  Students wander in, self-browse easily and stand in groups and debate genres, interests and 
ideas a lot more.  We don’t have to rely as heavily on our Wide Reading classes to promote books alone, and 
book talks by students are a favourite past time.

Genrefication one year on and COVID 19  

A small update to this project. We have moved on.  The Junior Edition club have graduated to become the 
Limited Edition club.  They come and visit the new Junior Edition club and share their amazing year and 
their special project.  They have grown and matured as young adults into a world where they are captains 
of other clubs, speak loudly for the diverse voice across campus and continue to share their love of reading 
and sharing stories.  Many of the same original group are currently involved with running the House Reading 
Challenge for 2020 from home and are writing incredible reviews for our e-library weekly titled The Page 
Turner.  They all continue to be passionate and excited about sharing the love of a good story.

Fiona Mulvaney is passionate about Young Adult literature and the way students can be facilitated to direct 
their own learning.  She has worked in international schools and universities for more than 18 years and is 
currently the Head of Library & Information Services at Ivanhoe Girls’ Grammar School.
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Genre labelling

Melanie Mengel

Synergy, 2015

We are a small primary school in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) and during the mid-year stand-down 
break I undertook the task of adding genre labels to all of our fiction chapter books. 
 
We are a school of avid readers 
and as a solo teacher-librarian, 
I struggled to keep up with the 
readers’ advisory demands of 
my students. My most common 
requests were for a fantasy story 
or a mystery or a book about an 
adventure. Logically, my thoughts 
turned to the genrefication of our 
collection to enable the books to 
recommend themselves to the 
students, essentially lightening my 
load and freeing me up to help the 
more reluctant readers latch on to 
something of interest.
 
The approach I took was to leave 
books shelved in alphabetical order by surname on the existing shelving, and affix a sticker towards the top 
of the spine depicting the genre. This way the children are able to use the genre label for quick identification 
but shelving is still as efficient as it was before. It also meant that the process was much faster as I did not 
have to physically rearrange the collection.

I worked on my own using my laptop and barcode scanner to help identify the genre using the subject 
headings on our LMS. There were some titles that I was able to classify without the need to check the 
catalogue, just using my knowledge of the book and the blurb. Each shelf took approximately one hour to 
decide on the correct genre, apply the new sticker, cover the sticker with a barcode protector, and replace on 

the shelf.

The genres that I have used 
for our collection are; fantasy, 
adventure, humour, real life, 
history, war, scary, science fiction, 
Australian, sports, mystery, 
classic fiction, and short stories. 
The stickers I used came from the 
Raeco collection and I am really 
happy with the way they look. I 
am about to order some Graphic 
Novel labels too.
 
There were only a few books 
that I encountered that did 
not easily fit into one of these 
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categories. Most fit neatly into one genre though there 
were a few that could have slotted into a number of 
categories. I chose the one that seemed most pertinent, 
but the kids know that they can just let me know if I did 
not get it quite right. Most of our short story collections 
received a short story label as well as a more specific 
genre label.
 
To help the kids with remembering what each label 
stands for, I enlarged the images of each label and 
created a display about them. Many students are seen 
during their library time reading the genre explanations 
and then they head into the collection to find something 
new.
 
The children have been very enthusiastic about the new 
labels and it has definitely improved the circulation of 
our collection. It also frees up the time spent helping 
students select appropriate books as more of them are 
able to search independently. The teachers have also 
found it useful when searching for read-alouds and other 
titles for classroom use. They have begun to set genre 
studies and homework tasks challenging children to read 
titles from genres that they would not normally select.
 
All the best if you decide to undertake the process of 
genrefication. It is a time consuming process, but well 
worth it in the end.
 
Melanie Mengel is a teacher-librarian at Hawker School 
in the ACT.
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Game of loans

Julia Petricevic

Synergy, 2015

School context

At Genazzano FCJ College, reading for pleasure is supported in the school through scheduled library sessions 
for students in Year 5 to Year 10, called ROAD (Reading Opens All Doors). These classes are led by a teacher-
librarian, with a focus on reading across a range of genres, encouraging book discussion, and having time to 
read. 
 
In the last two weeks of Term 2, the library celebrates books and reading with an annual Literature Festival, 
known casually as LitFest. This joint activity with the English Faculty includes plays, competitions, author 
visits, workshops, a book sale, a literary dinner and many other special events. This year we wanted to create 
a new competition for LitFest with the intention of extending the ROAD philosophy of creating communities 
of readers. Our aim was to harness the motivational power of a competition to entice students to read and 
discuss their reading with enthusiasm and purpose. 

Strategy

We started planning the competition at the beginning of Term 2, with the intention of launching it around 
halfway through the term and thus generating an 
excited buzz for LitFest. 

Competition criteria:

• A competition for the lower end of middle years (we 
chose years 5 to 7).

• Every student had to participate at least once. 

• The home rooms at each level would compete for 
each year level cup.

• A range of activities accessible for all reading levels.

• Encourages students to read different genres, styles 
and formats.

• Emphasise reading as a community activity that can 
be shared and discussed

We thought activities such as ‘Reading Bingo’ and 
Jackie French’s ‘Share a Story’ calendar could be 
adapted into something suitable for our Middle Years 
Students. We brainstormed a fun name, and Game 
of Loans was born. A Game of Thrones-inspired font 
helped ensure our signage and display materials have 
a cohesive theme, and provided a cheeky giggle for 
the older students and teachers who understood the 
allusion. We wanted to provide a diverse range of fun, 
challenging and different types of reading experiences 
(see figure 1). Students could choose the length and 
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difficulty of the reading materials according to their capabilities and interests. (see Figure 1.)

Students were awarded a point as they completed each challenge, and they had to pool their points together 
in their homeroom groups. We had three trophies made to award to the homeroom group with the most 
points from each year level, to be presented at the end of semester assembly. 
 
Students had to report completing the challenges to a library staff member. This could take place during a 
ROAD session, and allow other students to hear and discuss, or it could be done at any time, allowing for a 
more personal interaction with the student or small group of students. The points were visually represented 
on a scoreboard, using coloured dots 
(see Figure 2). The game proved 
to be very effective at stimulating 
rivalry and maintaining interest.  We 
included bonus points for the team 
who completed their board first, 
with smaller bonus points as the 
other groups finished, so there was 
continued incentive to keep going.

Outcomes

For the duration of the competition 
the library was often buzzing with 
activity and noise (even more than 
usual!) as the students chatted to 
the library staff or recommended 
books to each other. The fortnightly 
ROAD sessions were similarly filled 
with excitement, with an increase 
in the number of students offering 
to discuss their reading with the 
class or individually with the teacher.  
Another pleasing result was that 
the students ventured into reading 
different types of books. The graphic 
novels became popular with the 
younger students, who found they 
enjoyed the colourful illustrations 
and storylines about friendship and 
school. Some activities required 
reading to a pet or sibling, or reading 
a book recommended by a parent and 
this created a pleasing link between 
reading at school and home. Being 
able to visually track the progress 
of their group on the scoreboard 
gave the students a sense of 
accomplishment and confidence in 
themselves as readers. 

Reflections

While we were very happy with the enthusiastic uptake of the competition, it would benefit from an 
evaluation of the organisational structure. The rules (see figure 3) proved to be somewhat complex and full 
of loopholes – what kind of limits would we need to impose upon the same book being used to complete 

Figure 2
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challenges by multiple students, or the use of class 
novels, or the use of picture books to complete 
challenges? We also had to trust the students to 
be honest when reporting they had completed 
challenges. The purpose of the competition was 
primarily for fun and to increase engagement, and 
we didn’t want to get bogged down in onerous note 
keeping. 
  
One homeroom teacher offered the additional prize 
of a pizza lunch if the group won, which they did. While 
pizza proved to be an effective and delicious motivator, 
other year levels participated enthusiastically for the 
sake of the competition factor alone. The trophies 
were on display for the duration of the competition, 
acting as a reminder of the glory to be won. Overall, 
Game of Loans was successful in achieving our 
intentions of broadening the reading horizons of our 
students and getting them excitedly talking about 
reading with each other. We aim to run the competition 
again next year, with a vigourous re-assessment of the 
rules. 
 
Julia Petricevic is a teacher-librarian at Genazzano FCJ 
College. Five Mile Press recently published her first 
picture book – Shadowcat - (written under the pen-
name Julia Louise) Details: http://www.julialouise.com.
au/.

Figure 3
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Genazzano junior judges: 
an English enrichment program

Susan La Marca

FYI, 2011

Aidan Chambers in his wonderful book Tell Me: Children, Reading and Talk (1993) stresses the importance 
of talk to the growth of “discriminating, thoughtful, pleasure-taking readers” (p. 9). He uses the phrase “book 
gossip” to describe what it is that readers do when they get together with other readers to consider a book 
that they have read. The book Tell Me goes on to explore how we can help young people to talk about books 
in ways that increase both their understanding of, and engagement with, the reading experience.

There is also a great deal of pleasure to be found in ‘book gossip’. Anyone who has ever been involved 
in an animated discussion about a book that they feel strongly about can recall the pleasure that can be 
gained from engaging with the ideas, structure or language of a good book. Talking about it, constructing 
arguments, and putting views forward to the group is fun. The experience can also be revelatory as we 
discover things we did not think of, or begin to view a book in a different way.

In my experience as a CBCA judge for Victoria, when the judges’ room for the CBCA Book of the Year Awards 
is firing, when every one of the eight judges is engaged and on task, this is exactly what it is like; a wonderful 
example of targeted, constructive ‘book gossip’. It was this engaging experience, this level of analysis and 
knowledge building that I have sought for my students in developing a program that replicates the judging 
process. Like Chambers, I saw value in talk within a defined structure to aid and extend engagement, 
understanding and enjoyment and I was particularly interested in assisting students to read in a targeted 
way, engaging with set criteria, in this case the CBCA judging criteria (<http://cbca.org.au/userfiles/file/
Downloads/Nat%20Site/2011/awards%20criteria.pdf>) in mind.

The program I established at Genazzano FCJ College began in 2009. Before this, as a consultant, I had 
worked in a few schools to recreate the judging process using picture books as an enrichment activity to 
support literacy development. These days had worked well so when I met with one of the members of the 
Learning Enhancement team at Genazzano who said they were looking for an activity to enrich the reading 
experiences of a group of particularly talented year eights, I suggested a version of this activity might work 
well. Since that first year the program has grown to include students from years five, six, eight, nine and ten.

How it works

At each of the year levels the learning enhancement teacher identifies a group of around a dozen girls who 
have scored highly on testing for reading and comprehension ability. These students are then invited to 
participate in the program. The students are withdrawn from class around the time of the CBCA Short List 
announcement in April for an initial meeting to explain the process. I give them a copy of the criteria from the 
judge’s handbook, the dates involved in the process and the list of short-listed titles. Years five and six read 
the Younger Readers short list while years 8 to 10 read the Older Readers category. The students, with my 
prompting, explore the terminology in the judging criteria, discussing what literary merit means and what 
elements they need to consider that contribute towards their judgements.  

A permission letter is sent home to parents and the girls cannot participate unless this is signed. The letter 
states that some of the books may have mature content. In the Older Readers category the books may be for 
young people up to the age of eighteen so it is wise to inform parents in advance that some subject matter 
may be challenging, particularly for girls in year eight.
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Before these meetings the library purchases multiple copies of the short-listed titles. The number required 
has grown with the program, and girls are also encouraged to acquire the books from public libraries to 
relieve the strain on the library. Over the next few months until early August, the girls read their way through 
the six short-listed titles in their category. They must get each book marked off on my master list as only 
those who read all six can participate in the final judging. As they collect books and get their name marked 
off, I endeavour to engage them in conversation about what they have just read in relation to the criteria they 
are considering.

This year for the first time I have also created a blog for each category where the participants may leave 
comments on the books. Each title has its own page with a little information about the book and the author. 
This has proved to be most popular with the younger girls and I plan to have these pages with us to prompt 
discussion at our final judges’ meeting.

In August, just before Book Week and the adult judges’ award announcements, each year level will 
participate in a half day judging activity. The students are withdrawn from class and must make up any work 
missed. They bring any notes they have made and come prepared to argue for their favourites. Language 
used must reflect the judging criteria and all remarks must be justified by reference to the text. As in the 
adult judges’ room, every ‘judge’ has a chance to speak about each title and the voting is a silent ballot with a 
rating system.  

The activity has proved most rewarding and challenging. There is a lot of reading but this is an enrichment 
activity for those who can cope with extra and there is no compunction to participate as they do so of 
their own free choice. The students are encouraged to engage their critical faculties, to think carefully on 
the criteria, to put aside their own personal opinions and judge the books as objectively as possible. An 
interesting exercise for anyone!

This year we have over seventy students participating across five year levels. Of these, around twelve 
students who participated in 2009, when in year eight, are participating again, for the third time, in year 
ten. They will have read eighteen books as part of the program and engaged in some stimulating, critical 
discussion. I look forward to seeing 2011’s year five students in five years time – future CBCA judges perhaps!

Dr Susan La Marca is Head of Library and Information Services at Genazzano FCJ College
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You can do it! Stage a successful literary festival

Bev Novak

FYI, 2012

2012 has been a bonanza year for literature. 2013 should be even bigger and better! Take advantage of the 
excitement spun throughout 2012 and plan big for next year! Take the plunge and initiate a wide and varied 
range of literary events that will sweep your school off its feet! Create an even greater splash than this year 
by staging a Literary Festival – an event which will inspire and ignite a passion for literature within and among 
all members of your school community.  

Too hard, you think? Too expensive? Too much work?The simple response is – no . . . not at all. Staging a 
Literary Festival is actually not as hard as it sounds. How do I know? Because I’ve done it!

Back in 2006, when the school in which I was working relocated its Year 9-12 students to a new, dedicated 
senior campus, I was faced with the challenge of re-designing our literature programs so they would more 
fully reflect the nature of the campus and its students. Conscious of wanting to excite and inspire a love of 
literature, I also aimed to create an event which would encapsulate the interests of students in our new senior 
campus. So was born the Literary Festival, which grew enormously in scope and popularity during the years I 
was involved. 

So where and how do you start planning an event such as a Literary Festival? How on earth do you fund 
it?How do you get people on board to assist with planning?And how do you timetable it so that it all runs 
like clockwork? Questions, questions, questions! From the outset, you will need three key ingredients: 
enthusiasm, determination and perseverance. Alongside this you need to attend very carefully to fine details! 
Be sure to dot all the is and cross all the ts. 

Write a rationale

Figure out what it is you want to do, how you see it being put into action and who it is you want to involve.  

Convincing others of the value of implementing a new idea is hard. You therefore need to be very clear from 
the outset that you are keen to take on a leadership role in the planning, staging and implementation of the 
Literary Festival. Write and present your rationale to the Principal, to Heads of Campus and to key school 
leaders. Request to present the idea at a Curriculum Committee meeting where various Heads of Faculties 
are present. Sell the concept with enthusiasm and you will find that your excitement will ignite an enthusiasm 
in others.  

State in clear terms what the Literary Festival is to entail including its length, specific dates and how you 
anticipate it being run. Outline the reasons for wanting to stage the Literary Festival including benefits to be 
derived. Describe the intended audience. 

Determining these kinds of details will allow you to refine specifics needed to actually stage the Literary 
Festival. Once the number of days and the size of the audience are decided it will then be possible to 
determine the number of presentations needed and the likely costs.

Planning Committee

Having a small dedicated team willing to put in the hours and the thinking necessary for staging the Literary 
Festival is a key to its success. 



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE206

PRACTICE/ NOVAK

In addition to a planning committee, have key members of staff who can act as a sounding board. And don’t 
forget to ask for student involvement. After all, the event is being staged for students so they will have an 
idea of what they think is great and what they think will be boring!

Selecting presenters

Deciding on the presenters to be included in your Literary Festival will depend on what it is you are trying to 
achieve. In addition to authors and illustrators, consider including song writers, poets, hip hop artists, clay 
animators, puppeteers, scientists, journalists, musicians, actors and motivation speakers all of whom are 
united in their passionate desire to engage, stimulate and challenge us with their love of the written and 
spoken word.  

As teachers across the school become inspired to participate in the Literary Festival, more and more 
ideas of suitable presenters will be generated. As these ideas are incorporated into program planning, you 
will find teachers eagerly embracing proposals you suggest of suitable presenters. Enthusiasm breeds 
enthusiasm!Continuous lateral thinking will generate some amazingly exciting ideas. 

Funding

Involving many presenters in a Literary Festival is without doubt exciting! Unfortunately it can also be very 
costly. Don’t let this put you off though. Think outside the box!  

The Literary Festival does not have to be funded solely from the Library budget. By incorporating events 
focused on a range of curriculum areas, it is reasonable to request that those faculties contribute to the 
costs. Not all presenters need to be hired. Look at the school community – parents, board members, friends 
and most especially friends of friends! Don’t be surprised when they are thrilled to be invited to present. 
Accept all volunteers gratefully. And don’t forget to call for teachers to volunteer their skills – you will be 
amazed at what they have to offer!  

Explore the availability of school administration funds to cover the cost of publicity material such as posters 
and programs. Write a brief describing your Literary Festival and approach local bookshops to run a book fair. 
If planning of your event commences well in advance, consider local funding grants that are available. 

Publicity

A range of publicity material will be needed to not only inform, but to excite your school community about the 
impending Literary Festival.

Posters, liberally displayed around the school will inform and excite. Articles in both the school newslet-ter 
and local press can be staged so as to slowly build up both an interest and an expectation of a very special 
event. Blog posts with engaging ‘sneak peek’ details on the school and school library blogs should be well 
pub-licised via social media such as Twitter and Facebook. Promotional videos could also be made and 
uploaded to YouTube to ensure interest and intrigue.  

As the event draws closer, program outlines incor-porating biographical details of presenters and event 
outlines will be needed. Some events may need to be ‘ticketed’. Bulletin board displays will need to be 
created and tended. Overhead projections as a background to presentations also make a powerful addition.  

The creation of publicity materials can be very time consuming. Tap into support services available to the 
school administration. Request student involvement or work with art teachers to enlist the interest of 
students. 
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And finally

Planning what, why, when, where and how a Literary Festival is to be staged is a big undertaking. Dealing 
with the never-ending details can be exhausting. Being clear headed about what it is you want to achieve is 
essential. Calling on the expertise of others for ideas and support is advantageous. Like building a house, it is 
the planning and design that is most important. Begin well in advance. A year ahead is not unreasonable. 

Soon into the planning though, you will find that your Literary Festival develops a life of its own. Take time to 
reflect on what it is you are creating, but most of all, enjoy the ride!

Currently working as a teacher-librarian at Mentone Grammar in Melbourne, Bev Novak is former Head of 
Library of two Independent schools. Available to consult in the creation of your Literary Festival, Bev can be 
contacted at bev.novak@gmail.com, Twitter: @novanews19 or via her blog NovaNews: http://novanews19.
wordpress.com/.
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Banned books week 

Sue Bursztynski 

FYI, 2016

During one Banned Books Week,  Book Club and I filmed readings from banned or challenged books. One 
student, Dylan, wanted a copy of his file so he could put it on YouTube, but otherwise the understanding was 
that the readings would go on to a DVD which would only be used at school. 

You should understand, I work in a dis advantaged school in Melbourne's western suburbs. My annual budget 
is $3500. We can't afford to do all the exciting things private school libraries and even middle class state 
school libraries can do. 

But it costs nothing but a bit of my time to run a lunchtime Book Club, and Banned Books Week activities 
such as the one I'm about to describe require only some books from the shelves, a few blank DVDs to 
burn and a camera. And enthusiasm from the kids! Of that, I had plenty. I used the elderly camera from the 
Principal's office and edited the files on my computer at home during the holidays. My laptop iMovie app was 
fine for that. 

The project was a huge success; I have never seen my students so excited about anything.

First, they looked at a list I had prepared of books - some of them classics - that have been challenged or 
banned over the years. I only chose those that we had in the library and were available to be read immediately. 
They read the list, exclaimed in amazement - "They BANNED Harry Potter?" - and sat down to work out which 
books they should choose and which scenes.

I had readings from Harry Potter, Vampire 
Academy, Twilight, To Kill a Mockingbird, The 
Hunger Games, Anthony Horowitz's Alex 
Rider novel Snake head and The Curious 
Incident of the Dog in the Night-time. That 
one is being studied by our Year 10 students, 
who love it. The kids were shocked to learn it 
had been banned. 

A Year 7 student who overheard us said, 
"How wonderful!" and joined in. My Year 8 
English student Robert went to his locker to 
fetch a Robert Harris book, which was well-
loved, judging by its battered state. I didn't 
hear his reading as I had to go check out a 
library book, but I overheard someone say 
"My God, no wonder it was banned!". Well, I'm not his mother and she was okay with it.

Dylan took over the filming, only stop ping to get a fellow student, Selena, to film him reading from Harry 
Potter and the Half blood Prince. Selena was halfway through her reading of Snakehead when the camera 
battery ran out and we had to recharge it. There were three more readings to do at that stage and while 
Dylan, Selena and Ryan were going to be there, Kristen had to go to her Foods class, so I promised to come 
and fetch her when the camera was running again. 
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In the event, she changed her mind, as she was not feeling well and had substan tial work to do in class, so I 
did a reading instead, from Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets. Thando was next. She chose a Vampire 
Academy book. Ryan read beauti fully from To Kill a Mockingbird, choosing the scene where we heard that 
some peo ple could use the Bible the way others used guns. 

Taylor made a mistake and stopped, waving her arms in frustration; I kept that bit for a blooper reel. Brittany 
read with the book held up to cover her face, while her little brother Braydon, a true camera ham, read with 
his face showing, of course. 

After the holidays, the first Book Club event was a premiere screening of what Dylan dubbed 'Book Club 
Fights Back'. He suggested we have a group scene with all the readers giving the finger to censorship. And 
because it was just for us, I agreed. 

It's nice to be able to do something, even after my budget has run out, and I am very lucky to have such 
wonderful young men and women in my class and my library. 

Sue Bursztynski, Librarian, Sunshine College.
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Access and equity for teens with reading difficulties 

Chelsea Wright 

FYI, 2017

In terms of human evolution, reading is  a relatively new cultural invention. VS Ramamchandran, a 
neuroscientist well known in the public sphere, is quoted as saying: 

Language comprehension and produc tion evolved in connection with hearing, probably 150,000 years 
ago and to some extent is 'hard wired'; whereas writing is 5,000 to 7,000 years old- partially going 
piggyback on the same circuits, but partially involving new brain structures like the left angular gyrus. 
(Colapinto 2012) 

A lot has been written about how we 
learn to read and how best to teach 
children to read. Debates continue 
with regard to best practice, but 
generally speaking most Australian 
children learn to read by the time 
they reach secondary school. 

But what about those secondary 
stu dents who still struggle to read? 

To some extent librarians are at the 
coalface of this issue. We are often 
the first port of call for teachers with 
students struggling to get through 
their prescribed novels, or failing 
to comprehend content gathered 
during online research sessions. 

Librarians are adept at addressing 
these concerns as they walk through 
our doors, but the kind of reach that 
will help us sleep better at night will only come from a com prehensive whole-school solution - one that can 
expose all students to our special services, whether they walk through our doors or not. 

This is a huge undertaking, though, and even after a working structure is in place, it can take a long time for 
innovation to become an organic part of the school. So meanwhile, what can we do? My suggestion is to treat 
this new year, 2017, as a 'starting point', and get on top of the following key points: 

1. What is a 'reading difficulty'?

2. Which resources and services to offer?

3.  Who is struggling to read in your school?

4. Communication channels.

I will touch briefly on each of these.



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE212

PRACTICE/ WRIGHT

What is a 'reading difficulty'? 

In simple terms, reading can be de scribed according to five constituent parts (National Institute for Child 
Health and Human Development 2000):

1. Phonemic awareness

2.  Phonics

3.  Fluency

4.  Vocabulary

5.  Comprehension

A reading difficulty or disability will always impact one or more of these com ponents. 

There are numerous biological and environmental factors that contribute to reading difficulties. In the case 
of learning disabilities (as distinct from learning 'difficulties' which are solely environmen tally derived), full 
competency may or may not be possible. 

Reading difficulties can remain unde tected for years or even indefinitely. Dyslexia, for instance, is often 
referred to as a 'hidden disability', since its symptoms are not always obvious. Left undetected, students 
often develop compensatory strategies and 'cover up' techniques to assist them with the difficulties involved 
with travelling through school (Reid 2011, p. 3).

Common causes of reading difficulties 

Optilexia 
Reading by sight rather than by 'decoding' (i.e. looking at the word as an image). 
Often goes unnoticed until around Year 1-2. 

Eye tracking difficulty 
A weakness in the neural feedback loop that controls muscle movement in the eyes. 
Difficulties focusing on individual words. 

lrlen Syndrome 
The brain isn't able to properly process visual information. Black text on a white background can appear to 
move or jitter on the page. The student is sensitive to light (headaches). Spectacles with coloured lenses 
often help. 

Working memory problems 
Can decode but has difficulty with com prehension due to poor retention of recently read words/sentences/
numbers. 
This is a big issue when learning to read. 

Fluency block 
The student cannot easily read connect ed text rapidly and smoothly. 
Conscious attention is paid to the mechanics of the task (such as decoding) and, as such, read ing is not 
'automatic'. 

Attention deficit 
Poor concentration skills mean the stu dent is easily distracted by external and internal stimuli. 

Stress loops 
Thinking shuts down as a result of stress. 
This can cause emotional outbursts and a general fear or dislike of books and reading. 
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Neurodiversity and 'norms' 
The concept of neurodiversity suggests that because all brains differ in their structure and function, it 
is unreasonable to view a brain that deviates from the 'agreed norm' as pathologically disordered, or its 
owner as defective (Sandman-Hurley 2013). As educators, this is worth reflecting on, as it reminds us of 
the transient nature of norms. Furthermore, the extent to which a reading difficulty becomes a disability, 
depends largely on those cultural norms that relate to the importance of literacy (Riddick 2001). 

Which resources and services? 

Continual advancements in 
technology, scientific research, 
and learning theory, have made 
access and equity for teens 
with reading difficulties less of a 
problem today, but there is still a 
divide. In our democratic education 
system this ultimately manifests as 
discrimination. 

School libraries can find it tricky to 
ad dress the disparity, since assistive 
technol ogy is often expensive, 
many 'students in need' are not 
funded, and Australia's com plex 
and sometimes inhibitive copyright 
laws make access and equity for special needs students a 'nightmare'. However, as pioneers of access and 
equity, librarians can improve things for struggling readers by thinking outside the box, forming al liances 
and rummaging through the labyrinth of not-for-profit groups who might assist. Some useful resources and 
services I utilise: 
 
Vision Australia 
Offers audio CDA, DAISY and audio files such as mp3, large print, braille, tactile diagrams and bold print 
graphics electronic text. 
 
Queensland Narrating Service 
One of a handful of non-profit organisa tions in Australia which produce audio material for people with print 
disabilities. Send them the book and they will narrate and record it for you. It can take many weeks but will 
only cost you the price of return mail and their small handling fee. 

Project Gutenberg 
Free ebooks - mostly good for old classics.
 
LibriVox 
Free public domain audiobooks read by volunteers from around the world. Can be hit and miss, but worth a 
look. 

DIV audiobooks? 

If an audio copy of a text is not commer cially available you may be allowed to produce one yourself, but you 
will need to assess the use against the 'Flexible Dealing' criteria here: http://www.smartcopying.edu.au/
information-sheets/tafe/flexible-dealing 
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Additionally, take note of the following points: 

1.  You must be using the copyright material for the purposes of giving educational instruction.

2.  Your use must be non-commercial.

3.  The circumstances of your use must be a special case.

4.  Your use must not conflict with the normal exploitation of the copyright material you are using.

5.  Your use must not unreasonably preju dice the copyright owner. 

 
Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities have released production guidelines 
for DIV audiobooks. Instructions are given for matters relating to equipment, narration, technical aspects of 
production, labelling, packaging, audio indexing and copyright. View this on their website. 

Listening is not cheating 

When offering audiobook versions of texts, some librarians receive the complaint that listening is 'cheating'. 
The insinuation here is that no 'hard work' has been done to receive the 'reward' (i.e. the content). This is 
a strange way to think about reading considering that we want students to view reading as an enjoyable 
pastime - not hard work! 

Like so many complaints that have roots in the 'old ways are best' mindset, we need to remind people that 
access and equity in education means one size does not fit all. The literary value of a hardcopy book is not 
in dispute, and audiobooks and printed books are different things. Audiobooks are a great way to increase 
students' engage ment with stories. This holds true irrespec tive of reading ability. Personally speaking, I have 
witnessed several students' academic lives being turned around as a direct result of access to audio books. 
All of a sudden, finishing a novel becomes possible. 

Apps and browser extensions 

There is a multitude of inexpensive 
and sometimes free software 
available to transform text into 
speech (TTS), and vice versa (voice 
recognition technology). The 
appearance of text and other on line 
con tent can be altered to make it 
more read able. 

For students with Dyslexia or 
lrlen Syn drome, coloured screen 
overlays (physical or digital) can 
be extremely effective. The lrlen 
Institute produces many options 
for purchase, including an app. Your 
best op tion for assistive technology 
is to visit blogs and read reviews, 
then try some out for your self. 

Who is struggling in your school? 

Your school's learning strategies team can paint you a picture of the volume and variety of needs in your 
school. Hard sta tistics help, and so do anecdotal accounts. Write it all down and watch the progress as you 
implement your strategies through the year. 
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Culture of inclusiveness 

You may like to review the culture of in clusiveness at your school. This includes wellbeing policy and 
particular teachers who advocate strongly for differentiated curriculum and equal access. One of the 
strongest measures a school can take to wards inclusiveness is to provide students with access to a qualified 
librarian and a school library. This needs to be recognised by executive. School libraries should be viewed as 
necessities, not luxuries. 

Communication channels 

The impact of a school library depends on more than the value of what it offers. Which teachers will carry 
your torch? A school-wide improvement in access and equity for struggling readers will require many hands 
on deck, but if you cannot get that level of collaboration, just do what you can. A small change can make a big 
differ ence. The capacity of a school library to fill the cracks that struggling readers fall through, is immense.
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Reading aloud 

Ruth Woolven 

FYI, 2018

The truth is, I have never thought of picture books as a thing to be read, but rather a 
script to be spoken and performed by a teacher, librarian, parent or a kid to another kid. 
Drew Daywalt, author of The Legend of Rock, Paper, Scissors and The Day the Crayons 
Quit

Recent Murdoch University research - the Western Australian Study in Children's Book Reading - looked 
into the attitudes of children aged 8-11 years regarding 'interactive reading' - being read to and reading 
aloud. Year 4 and 6 stu dents were interviewed and the data that was collected highlights that there is a 
role for all parents, teachers and library staff in providing interactive reading opportunities. The report 
findings are available in the Australian Journal of Education http:// journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00049 
44117727749. 

The research was conducted as semi structured interviews with 47 children from 24 schools who were 
chosen from a larger survey group. It was a diverse sample across a range of socio-economic and geographi-
cal areas and included both public and private school students. They were asked about the nature and 
frequency of reading aloud experiences. 

The study results offer the perspective of those who are participants in the practice of interactive reading 
but who are not often given a voice. In her article on the research findings Dr Margaret Merga considers 
these views are the product of their social interactions with parents and teachers (Merga, 2017). 

The research accepted the premise that the benefits of reading aloud are well es tablished. They include: 

• improving listening skills

• spelling

• vocabulary acquisition

• enhancing early reading skills

• cognitive development and 
skills

• narrative comprehension and 
mental imagery

• pronunciation and inflection

When teachers read aloud they also:

• model positives attitudes to 
reading

• support EAL students
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Interactive reading is a social 
exchange. A study by Scholastic 
found children en joyed being read to 
at home because it pro vided time with 
their parent, it was fun and relaxing 
and they liked hearing different 
voices. They could also listen to 
stories that they couldn't easily read 
themselves and they enjoyed talking 
about the book (Scholastic, 2016 - see 
poster overleaf). 

Neuroscience of reading

From the Laboratory to the 
Classroom cites research that shows 
there is no single reading part of 
the brain. We learn to read with the 
assistance of teachers by borrowing 
from, building on and recycling from 
other neural systems. For instance, 
we borrow from the auditory system 
to learn spoken words, the visual 
system to process print on the page 
and from the language system to 
make meaning of the words on the 
page.

While educational beliefs often 
state that most students shift from 
'learning to read' to 'reading to learn' 
in Years 3-4, neuro-science studies 
show that the development of these 
systems (auditory, visual, language) 
continues well into adolescence and 
there fore 'learning to read' does too 
(Horvath, Lodge, & Hattie, 2017). 

What happens in the wild?

So we know reading aloud has benefits but what happens in reality? Many children reported in both the 
Merga research and the Scholastic study that reading aloud at home stopped when they could read for 
themselves, often at around age 8-9 years. Some children were happy with that as they wanted to be able to 
read at their own pace and not have to wait for their parents. But many expressed regret at the end of shared 
reading. They valued the special time with their parents. 

The Scholastic study found that more than half of children aged 6-8 years inter viewed would have liked their 
parents to continue, and 25% of 9-11 year olds said the same. Some children interpreted the cessation of 
reading as a sign that their reading journey was over - they did not consider reading as a continuum of skills to 
be acquired throughout life (Scholastic, 2016). 

Other findings

In their responses students identified the learning and skills acquisition that came about from being read 
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aloud to. They shared that they appreciated hearing different genres, 
exposure to a model of reading fluency and enthusiasm, vocabu lary 
extension and improved pronuncia tion, comprehension and clarity 
around meaning (Merga, 2017). 

Most children have a higher listening level than reading level which 
means they can listen to more complicated and inter esting texts than 
they could read to them selves. However we shouldn't read them stories 
above their emotional level. 

The Murdoch University study also asked students about their 
experiences of reading aloud to family or teachers or their peers. 
Not surprisingly, students who lacked the confidence or skills to read 
well found reading aloud created anxiety and fear of embarrassment. 
Some of those students appreciated the opportunity to read to their 
parents or teachers if that was a safe space for them. Dr Merga notes 
that reading aloud at school was nearly always associ ated with the 
purpose of assessment and therefore concludes we "need to actively 
and consciously dissociate reading aloud purely with testing regimes" 
(Merga, 2017). 

Some children commented that they read to animals such as dogs 
and birds because they found it relaxing or to avoid the risk of an adult 
correcting them. In our library we have a toy pug available for that 

purpose. Story dogs are very popular and increas ingly engaged in both public and school libraries. 

What can library staff do?

We can read aloud to students every library lesson if possible. Every time we read aloud we are modelling all 
those ben efits previously mentioned but we are also selling the pleasure of reading. While some libraries may 
not have a teacher-librarian, reading duties can be also be performed by librarians and library technicians. 
Class room teachers might enjoy the break and they will also probably enjoy listening to the story as well. 
Picture books can 
be used across all 
ages or you could 
read a chapter book 
across several 
sessions. Choose 
books you enjoy 
because your en-
thusiasm will be 
contagious. 

If possible, have 
a special reading 
chair in the library to 
reinforce that reading aloud is valued and part of the reading journey right throughout the school years.You 
could schedule parent information sessions to discuss reading aloud and host family reading afternoons. 
Investigate if Story Dogs are available in your area and within your budget. 

In our school we subscribe to Story Box library and classroom teachers use it often to share stories with their 
students - https:// storyboxlibrary.com.au/. 

Remember, it is important for students to see themselves in the stories they hear, so always try to select 
stories that reflect a range of different cultures, traditions and perspectives to enable all children to feel a 

The influence of interactive reading opportunities on student outcomes (Merga, 2017)
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sense of belonging. Multilingual children need opportunities to access books in their mother tongue (Ewing, 
Callow, & Rushton, 2016). 

Apart from the benefits to students, this is a good way for library staff to embed themselves in classes 
and teams. It helps build those social connections with stu dents, staff and parents. Include the ben efits of 
reading aloud in your advocacy for your library staffing and budget. 

When reading aloud consider: 

• Enunciation - clarity of speech

• Volume - change with the story

• Pace - when to pause, where, how long

• Tone - quality, richness

• Pitch - highness or lowness

• Inflection - rhythm or emphasis. Mem Fox demonstrates reading aloud at http://memfox.com/for-
teachers/for-any one-interested-a-read-aloud-lesson/. 

Taking it further

Thoughtful discussion and meaningful activities can follow on - involve the chil dren in dialogue about the 
text including implying ideas, looking for patterns and clues in the story as well as connecting stories and 
characters to their own lives. (Ewing, Callow, & Rushton, 2016) The 'Tell Me' framework provides three 
sharings for book talk after reading aloud: share enthu siasms - likes and dislikes; share puzzles or difficulties 
and share connections or patterns (Chambers, 2011), (Horvath, Lodge & Hattie, 2017). It is important that all 
par ticipants listen to each other's responses.

Related activities could include puppets, drama, song, dance, visual arts and craft. 

Look for Teacher Notes from Lamont, ASO and publishers such as Walker Books. They have suggestions for 
talk and activities.

Encourage parents

Parents perceive strong reading skills as the most important skills for their children to have (Scholastic, 
2016). However the reading studies found that not all children were read to at home - in fact some had never 
been read to. This may be due to time constraints or lack of experience on the part of the parents/carers - 
they may never have experienced sharing stories them selves.

So how can we help our parents? We can't really help with time pressures except to reinforce that reading 
aloud with children is a valuable way to spend time. 

Employ Principal power - if students are encouraged to read for fun by their Princi pal they are more likely to 
thinking reading is important and enjoy it (Scholastic, 2016). You or your Principal could include some of this 
information in the school newsletter or at school assembly. 

These resources provide suggestions on reading aloud and some have stories for children to listen to: 

• Story Box Library- Family subscriptions available - https://storyboxlibrary.com.au/

• Storyline Online - An American site - http://www.storylineonline.net/

• How to read a story by Kate Messner - a picture book - that describes choosing a reading partner, 
a book and how to share a story together.
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• Parent guide to helping children with reading and writing at home - PETAA article found at http://
petaa.edu.au/imis_prod/w/Teaching_Resources/w/Teaching_Resources/Parents_guide.aspx

• Reading Magic: How your child can learn to read before school - and other read-aloud miracles by 
Mem Fox

• Read-Aloud Revival with Sarah Mackenzie - Podcast

The final word

Author and reading advocate Mem Fox recounts the story of a child, Jonas, who loved being read aloud to by 
his teacher. One day after behaving badly in class and being sent to the Principal's office, he was asked to 
identify a suitable punishment. 

"Initially, through his sobs Jonas said, 'I guess ... I guess ... I guess you could stop reading aloud to me'." 
(Fox, 2012). 
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Story dogs are increasingly being used in public and school libraries
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Reading in the 21st century at MLC Kew

Robin Anderson, Peter Christiansen, Pauline Reeve, and Tracey Ricchini 

FYI, 2012

The founder of the Methodist Ladies’ College, the Reverend Dr William Henry Fitchett, well understood 
the power of story-telling and the importance of reading. Fitchett, who worked as a journalist and 
newspaper editor, wrote numerous works of fiction and non-fiction and became the most popular writer 
of his generation. In 1894 he described the College library as “a cheerful room with some 1300 volumes of 
attractive literature and a perpetual supply of fresh magazines” (Fitchett, 1894, page 326).

As the Nineteenth Century school library was a welcoming learning space catering for a broad a range of 
reading tastes, its Twenty-first Century successor strives to be just as positive and inclusive in supporting 
its current student clientele. The Methodist Ladies’ College is a sizable education institution with over two 
thousand students ranging from pre-school to Year 12, whose reading needs are served by a junior and 
senior library. 

Walton Library

The teacher-librarians at the Walton Library, which caters for 
the secondary component of the College, negotiated with 
the English faculty to secure a fortnightly, thirty-five minute 
reading period for all students in Years 7 to 10. While this 
time slot can serve as a free reading period, it also provides 
opportunities for a teacher-librarian to introduce specific 
fiction genres as well as new and classic books and to tailor 
lessons that meet the requirements of individual classes. 

While there are many independent high-level readers at the 
College, there are some students who require literacy support. 
Teacher-librarians play a role in providing the scaffolding which 
allows reluctant students to become more fully engaged with 
the reading experience. An extensive audio book collection 
provides an alternate pathway into literature and those 
students who struggle with traditional texts and whose first 
language is not English often borrow these resources. Reading classes are conducted in a comfortable 
Reading Lounge setting adjacent to the Fiction collection which provides a hospitable climate conducive to 
the appreciation of books. 

Literature Club

During Thursday lunchtimes, control of the Reading Lounge passes into the hands of the Literature Club. 

The MLC Literature Club provides for students from Years 7 to 12 who like to share their love of stories 
with their peers. The discussion forums which are a feature of Lit Club help it to function as more than just 
a conventional book club. This year students have enthusiastically debated their favourite Dickens title or 
character, argued about whether the novel The Hunger Games is better than the film, tried to define the 
reasons behind the continuing popularity of Enid Blyton and looked at the ‘cosy’ crime genre and how it has 
been adapted for television. Club members tested their very detailed knowledge of the Harry Potter books 
with a student-prepared quiz and had the opportunity to meet and question two visiting authors. Students 
have the option of making posts and comments on the club blog, writing reviews and initiating polls. The 
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National Year of Reading has enabled Lit Clubbers to promote their love of reading throughout the school by 
speaking at various school assemblies. 

The Walton Library staff consciously propagates a vibrant reading and learning ethos to ensure present 
day MLC students encounter a modern version of a culture of ‘cheerfulness’. Jane Viner, the Director of 
MLC Libraries, takes considerable pleasure in altering the physical appearance of the Walton Library by 
re-arranging furnishings and displays. Varying the physical layout of the library is a way of ensuring reading 
zones are regularly renewed and remain inviting and welcoming spaces for our students. Recently, there 
has been an emphasis on creating more intimate spaces within the library where small groups could meet, 
discuss and work together.

The collection is not allowed to become stagnant. Both fiction and non-fiction material are subjected to 
a rigorous weeding program to ensure resources remain fresh and attractive. Culled books are offered to 
students and staff who find rummaging through the weeded items trolley is one of the bonuses in visiting the 
Walton Library. There are multiple display zones located throughout the library profiling upcoming events 
and new resources with exhibits regularly replaced or refreshed. Digital signage has been introduced to the 
Walton Library with a large display screen greeting patrons as they enter through the front doors. Rotating 
PowerPoint displays, notices and film clips appear on the screen featuring National Year of Reading events, 
current library services, book trailers, new purchases, e-books and Literature Club activities.

Junior School Library

Tracey Ricchini is the teacher-librarian in charge of the Junior School Library at MLC. Every class in the Junior 
School is given a forty-minute library lesson per week. In these sessions, Tracey teaches students how to 
use the new library catalogue to locate resources and how to navigate their way around the College intranet. 
Tracey introduces her students to the work of various authors 
and illustrators and encourages them to reflect on the different 
techniques and styles that writers and artists deploy in order to 
communicate with their audience. By providing students with 
the tools to understand and appreciate the stories they are 
reading, they develop into discerning borrowers and readers 
who are able to engage in lively, informed and passionate 
discussions about the books that interest them.

There is a diverse and wide-ranging collection of resources 
in the Junior School Library which include picture books, 
non-fiction and fiction material, class sets, audio CDs, DVDs, 
comics, graphic novels and kits. The Junior School Library 
makes extensive use of displays in order to promote reading. 
Easier chapter books are placed on five spinner stands with the titles of particular series listed above each 
stand. Larger sized fiction novels containing pictures have been housed in a separate section. Graphic novels 
are interfiled with their fiction counterparts, whilst audio CDs are stored separately. The ‘New Books’ stand, 
along with a ‘Popular Reads’ section has also been set up to allow for a constant flow of loans and returns of 
the most popular books. 
Tracey believes that visibility and promotion are the keys to getting students to read voraciously. She has 
found that providing lots of resources around the library on popular topics, cosy reading areas and display 
stands encourage students to pursue their interests and passions. Tracey also regularly promotes and 
spruiks new titles and finds that this is a great way to foster a deep love and awareness of current literature. 
Most importantly, Tracey regularly reads to all her classes from Prep to Year 6 in order to model how much 
fun, and joy we can get from experiencing different types of stories.

Junior School Reading Clubs

Each fortnight, two different reading clubs operate in the Junior School Library during Friday lunchtime. 
‘Book Bugs’ has been set up to cater for students in Year 5 and Year 6 to give them the opportunity to meet 
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with like-minded 
classmates who 
enjoy discussing 
their favourite 
authors, new 
releases, and the 
merits of books 
which have 
been turned into 
films. Students 
are given the 
opportunity 
to select new 
books for the 
Junior School 
Library and to 
attend author 
talks and writing 
workshops. 

‘The Cushion 
Club’ meets every alternate Friday. During club meetings, the library serves as a quiet space for the students 
in Years 3 to 6 to bring their own cushions and to find a place where they can ‘chill out’, relax and read quietly. 
Soothing music is played at a low volume and students are encouraged to refrain from talking and to just 
enjoy some down time at the end of a busy week. Tracey believes it is vital to allow students the opportunity 
to meet with, discuss and experience the personality and creativeness of their favourite authors. Each term 
writers, illustrators, story-tellers and artists are invited to come to the Junior School Library to meet, engage 
with and inspire our students.

In conclusion, there is a Chinese proverb that states, “A book is like a garden carried in the pocket”. In one 
respect the students that we teach are the seeds planted in the garden just waiting for their time to burst 
forth. As long as we provide suitable nourishment and stimulus in the form of stories and storytelling, then 
our young charges will discover that they can reach even beyond their wildest dreams.
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Developing a reading culture 

Ria Coffey

FYI, 2016

This presentation was prepared for the SLAV conference, hosted by the State Library of Victoria, in 
November 2015. Ria Coffey is a teacher-librarian and Literacy Coordinator at Antonine College in Melbourne. 
She is an avid Young Adult Fiction reader and believes in the power of stories to teach some of the best 
lessons in life. 

In developing a reading culture in a school and with the students, there are nine aspects hat need to be 
considered. 

#1 - Leadership

The number 1 factor in developing a reading culture is leadership.

Oberg believes for success the principal needs to support and drive the information literacy culture, provide 
adequate budgets and flexible schedules (2006, 13-18). 

Leadership support is pivotal because, like any program, the development of a reading culture requires 
money. Staffing, timetabling and resources are all necessary and all require budgeting. Prepare a 
presentation to your executive, or speak to the Deputy Principal ofTeaching and Learn ing, take current 
research about the value of reading and school testing data and seek to make improvements.

"The principal is the key factor in developing an effective and integrated school library program" 
(Haycock, 1993, 83). 

#2 - The English Faculty

The second most important factor is the English faculty. 

Schedule a time to speak with the Head of the English Faculty and discuss collaborating with the library to 
raise literacy levels and increase students' exposure to texts. Also propose the inclusion of an extra period of 
English per cycle to participate in quiet reading in the library, fully supported by the library staff.

An afternoon tea to explain the aim of 
developing a reading culture, to get 
feedback ano to involve the faculty in 
the process may assist and generate 
ideas.

#3 - The Library Staff

For a reading culture to develop you 
need dynamic, happy,finger on the 
pulse library staff and, preferably, 
a qualified teacher-librarian, with 
a passion for Young Adult Fiction. 
Their job is to promote reading, make 
available resources for students, 
provide an ambient atmosphere 
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with comfortable seating and 
talk to the students about the 
collection. 

Across the world librarians 
are working hard to make a 
difference to students' lives by 
providing them with stories. A 
library that does not assist in 
developing a reading culture is 
doing its students a disservice.
The following short clip is 
evidence of the vital role 
librarians can play in assisting 
young people to find stories: 
tinyurl.com/z5nev82 

#4 - The Well-being team

If your leadership team is not being supportive in the development of a reading culture, it may be time to 
discuss your aims with the Deputy Principal of Student Well being. One of the most important effects of 
developing a reading culture is providing the opportunity for students to sit in quiet solitude, mostly without 
screens. Reading offers a chance to be still, to be quiet and to be absorbed in another story and another 
world.

As you can see from this survey of 100 of my Year 7-10 READ students (see previous page}, the 
overwhelming response is that they like the 
opportunity to sit quietly and relax. They need this 
form of meditation in their lives and it is a great skill to 
teach them.  

#5 - Aesthetic appeal of the library

Is your library a relevant place to visit, with ease of 
access to resources, a good collection of Young 
Adult fiction and biog raphies, some magazines and 
comfortable seats, interesting displays and in a good 
location? 

Some of these things you won't be able to change, but 
if a reading culture begins to develop you can use this 
as a case for change and long term restructuring. 

Comfortable chairs in a designated reading space are 
a must-have; encourage your library to make a purchase of some colourful and comfortable seating. (Avoid 
beanbags, they're messy and require maintenance and take up a lot of space per beanbag for one seat).

Visit libraries and speak to other librarians. We've found that couch seats are bet ter than chairs with legs 
as they pose a tripping hazard. Trinity College in Kew has an impressive library that includes a variety of 
different seating options, including Chesterfields by a fireplace and lovely bay window seating. 

#6 - eBooks

If your library, or school, doesn't have a whizz-bang eBook borrowing selection, it does not matter. 
As you can see (below), out of 100 stu dents, 70% prefer to read a print copy of a book. Statistics tend to 

Reading area with comfortable chairs for the students
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support this notion. eBooks certainly play a 
role, but they're not pivotal to a reading culture 
developing. 

#7 - Reading Program

If you can implement a reading program, your 
school's reading culture will definitely develop. 
For a program to work you need a timetabled 
session each fortnight for each class and a YA 
fiction lover - preferably a teacher-librarian - to 
talk to your students about the library collection, 
recommend books, showcase new titles and talk to 
the students about books they've enjoyed. 

The way we run our program is with the English 
teacher and teache‐librarian team teaching.

Students have a chance to record their reading in their log books, then an activity involving books, new titles, 
the library catalogue, information literacy, book week or a myriad of other things (speed date a book, book 
bingo, book trail ers) will happen for about ten minutes. Students and teachers then head to the library for 
borrowing and silent reading. A one-hour period works well for this. 

The English teacher and teacher-librarian need to model reading and invite any staff to join, from the 
Principal down. 

#8 - Evidence

You need to constantly collect evidence to demonstrate that things are moving in the right direction. 
Evidence to show it's working are surveys from students, staff and parents, leadership providing money, an 
improvement in NAPLAN and PAT testing data and library 
statistics showing increased patronage and circulation. 

This is a great indication of an increase in reading, library 
patronage and reading culture. At the end of each semester 
1 tally up how many books each student has read and do a 
combined total for their home room. As you can see in the 
table below, at the end of semester one over three years there 
are great improvements. This is also an indication of how 
staff gradually jumped on board the program. Many who were 
reluctant at the beginning are now great supporters. 

#9 - Reading Promotion

If we are driving a reading culture we need to be constantly 
promoting books and reading. Try to run competitions and do 
something each year for Book Week. Other ways to promote 
reading across the school are:

• Toilet reads (photocopy the first page of a book and put 
it on the back of a toilet door) 

• Holiday book swap for staff 

• Set up a website and blog 

• Buy Kindles, iPads and iPods 

Teacher-librarian Ria Coffey (left) and Josie Rovetto (right) 
with visiting author Joseph Wakim and Principal Sister 

Daad.
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• Promote information literacy, new books and things happening around the school on a TV screen 
at the front of the library 

• Shelfie promotion - this is a selfie in front of a book shelf 

• Host guest authors 

• Book Week dress-ups 

• Year 7 orientation (this is a great place to start if you want to introduce the program year by year 
and to show new students that it is an important part of school life) 

So, in summary, for a reading culture to develop you need: 

• The support of leadership 

• The English faculty on board - not necessarily all of them straight away - but a good percentage 

• Dynamic, willing library staff 

• The Well-being team to get involved

• The library to be a relevant, aesthetically pleasing place 

• To not be concerned if you don't have eBooks 

• A reading program that is structured, timetabled, consistent and run by qualified staff

• To provide evidence and collect data to constantly prove the worth of the program 

• School-wide promotion. 
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Reading programs: what benefits do they offer 
students 

Amanda Baker

FYI, 2016

Amanda, the 2014 SLAV Research Fellowship Award recipient, shares with SLAV members some of her 
research tha she undertook as result of receiving her award. 

I am fortunate to be the teacher-librarian at Viewbank College, a co-educational secondary campus, and a 
school that is extremely supportive of its reading program. All Year 7s attend a library session each week 
and all classes from Years 7 to 10 read silently for the first ten minutes of every English lesson. Reading 
competitions are held every year among the Year 7 cohort with staff across the curriculum actively 
participating. There is a real commitment to developing life-long readers, not just readers who are able to 
respond to the de mands of the curriculum. Over the past four years library borrowing has increased three-
fold, reflecting a growing reading community at the school. 

At the end of 2014 I was awarded the Research Fellowship Award from SLAV in order to continue my studies 
into reading programs in schools during 2015. I am undertaking my Masters of Education at the University of 
Melbourne and the main focus of my studies continues to be the immense value of independent reading by 
students. 

Reading to meet the needs of an aca demic curriculum, for social interaction, or for the sheer pleasure of 
finding escape in another world is an important part of any student's day-to-day life; without the ability to 
read comprehensively and the engagement and motivation to do so within the school context, students find 
themselves at an academic disadvantage (Alvermann and Earle, 2003). Conversely, engaged readers are 
intrinsically motivated and several elements of that motivation - value, curiosity, challenge and engagement 
(Clark and Rumbold, 2006) - are often a precursor for both the breadth of reading and students' ability to 
comprehend what they are reading. 

As we begin the school year, with a new group of students to meet and guide through our library, with a whole 
year ahead to discuss reading choices, whether they are graphic novels, YA literature or audio books, I find it 
instructive for students to share their own stories and experiences with me. When so many students arrive in 
secondary schools feeling that their read-ing identities are already established, it is important to understand 
how they perceive themselves as readers. 

In asking students to tell their reading story I ask them to respond creatively to the question "How would 
you describe yourself as a reader?". The responses often reflect the survey responses that are collected 
alongside this task. In order to show the differing kinds of readers we have in any cohort, I have chosen four 
different responses to share. They have been chosen to reflect a range of different attitudes to reading, from 
students who identify strongly as readers through to one student who would not be considered intrinsically 
motivated at all. 

In analysing student responses to the survey it is apparent that students who identify strongly as readers 
are comfort able reading across a broad range of media, are capable of self-selection and enjoy social 
interaction around what they are reading. Conversely, students who state that they do not like reading or 
only like reading sometimes, choose from a limited range of genre and are heavily reliant on school-based 
suggestions and activities to guide their reading. The creative responses serve to highlight their attitudes 
even more. 
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Lucy and Anna

Lucy and Anna both identify as strong readers who love reading. One girl is from the accelerated class we run 
at Viewbank and the other from a mainstream class. Their responses to my survey indicate that they read 
from a variety of sources and have ready access to a wide range of reading material. 

Anna's creative piece strongly reflects her desire to read anything; in the drawing, her open hands hold 
books, mag azines, instruction manuals, signs, notes from friends and the dictionary, just to mention a few. 
In the survey and creative response she clearly applies the idea of reading in the broadest possible way; 
she confidently appreciates reading in all its contexts. The idea that good readers are curious, leading to a 
breadth of reading choices is exemplified here. 

Anna and Lucy trust themselves to make book selections; they are happy to read what their friends and 
siblings are reading and they do not find it necessary to seek adult input from either parents or teachers. 
Both girls accept friends' recom mendations: borrowing books from their peer group, discussing books and 
authors within their friendship group and talking about what they have read would suggest that they are 
socially interactive with their reading. In this way, both girls are enacting reading as a form of social literacy. 
As Gee (2004) states: 

for them, learning to read is a cultural and not primarily an instructed process. Furthermore, this cultural 
process has long roots at home roots that have grown strong and firm before the child has walked into a 
school. (p. 13) 

In their own words, the girls see themselves as "an avid reader" and "a chronic reader". In reading for 
enjoyment and for fun and relaxation, they are able to find a level of flow - that moment when people are "so 
involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that people will 
do it ... for the sheer sake of doing it" (Csikszent mihalyi, 1990, pg 6). 

Lucy's creative response clearly articu lates the state of flow she finds when she reads. 

Abigail

On the other end of the spectrum, Abi gail's personal story of reading and her experience with books is that 
it is imposed on her within the confines of the school curriculum. She aligns reading with school; she does 
not read for fun or relaxation. In her school survey she indicates that she reads novels "never or hardly ever". 
Strangely, this is at odds with the school policy of the (near) daily reading that takes place in the classroom 
and would suggest that either Abigail is not fully engaged in the classroom activity or, that she simply doesn't 
consider the classroom task as reading. It supports Gee's (2004) idea that those chil dren who learn to read 
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within the school curriculum are at a disadvantage to those who view it as a social literacy. Her en gagement 
with reading books and stories appears quite passive, in contrast with what appears to be a far more active 
par ticipation in reading via social media, tex ting or looking at websites. Despite engaging in these things 
every day, Abigail does not consider these as reading; her ability to read in this way has not shifted her 
personal reading identity or her reading story. 

As a reader Abigail describes herself as "slow ... plus really bad". Her attitude towards books is exemplified in 
her illus tration. 

Snow (2010) elucidates the difficulties of defining successful comprehension when taking into account 
the reader them selves and the level of complexity in what is being read. In the context of her reading social 
media, Abigail might reach high lev els of core comprehension such as making text-based inferences or being 
able to un derstand the order of information (Snow, 2010), but limiting her reading to this genre will not enable 
her to build general knowledge or vocabulary. Manuel (2012) talks of the need for students to have command 
of language across "the spectrum of modes" (p. 46); Abigail is clearly not reading across that spectrum which 
has implications for her, and others like her. 

Melanie

Melanie is a member of the accelerated class in Year 7, a good student and when describing herself as a 
reader, Melanie readily acknowledges that she is "Fast when I really like it. Slow if I hate it". This idea is clearly 
reflected in her creative piece. Melanie explained that some books are like lollies and fun to con-sume, while 
others are like vegetables; you may not like them, but you have to read them anyway. 

Melanie reads novels almost every day. In part this may reflect the class require ment to read in class but she 
engages with reading for fun and relaxation as well. Melanie is an ambivalent reader; when asked how she 
chooses a book the re sponse is "No idea. I pick up a book and read." She chooses her reading material from 
the school library and states that she rarely asks friends for recommendations. Knowing her reading story 
is important so that I can work with her on her social in teraction, her engagement and her enthusiasm for 
reading. 
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Implications for the classroom

I have always enjoyed having students share their reading stories with me and over the past couple of years I 
have had a myriad of responses. One young person drew a picture of themselves locked in prison, chained to 
a book. Another drew a snail and told me that he was a terrible reader because he was slow. I have re ceived 
drawings where books and com puter games were being weighed on a scale ... and reading didn't win! I have 
seen beautiful illustrations of bookcases groan ing with books, and I have seen bookcases shrouded by spider 
webs. In the early mo ments of their secondary education, stu dents are keen to share their stories. 

Establishing and understanding these stories has implications for my role as a teacher-librarian. Going 
forward, these creative responses illuminate the impor tance of an independent reading program, where 
"Instructional time might be better spent supporting engaged reading" (Ivey & Johnston, 2013, pg 273). 

It is my belief that students are being underserved by the age-old tradition of the set class novel "that has 
not evolved to pay attention to students' modern-day con texts" (Tatum, 2008, p. 83). To build life-long 
readers who experience and appreciate the feeling of flow when they read, students must be fully engaged 
in the text. Rather than just focussing on books that must be read to have their responses assessed, which 
can turn students against engage ment and persistence (Binkley et al, 2012) we must provide also them with 
reading experiences that provide them with a sense of "their own reading, social relationships, emotions and 
life narratives" (Ivey & John ston, 2013, p. 263). The students whose illustrations are shown here, also align 
with Donalyn Miller's (2009) description of three different types of readers in the classroom. Abigail might 
be considered a developing reader - students not ready to read at the age-appropriate level; Melanie may 
be considered a dor mant reader - one who can read, but often chooses not to. These students read to meet 
the expectations of the classroom hence her academic success, but are not moti vated; "Reading is work, 
not pleasure" (p. 28). Finally, Miller describes underground readers such as Lucy and Anna who are en gaged, 
gifted readers who don't see the reading they do in school as any way con nected to their reading identities. 

Developing and nurturing a space where students can engage in self-selected wide reading that addresses 
"the perennial challenges of balancing and catering to the needs, interests, capacities and diversity" (Manuel, 
2012, p. 46) of students is paramount in encouraging the engagement of students at all stages of the reading 
process. Research supports the fact that independent reading is more effective than a set class text, in 
creating students who are: 

motivated to read, strategic in their approaches to comprehending what they read, knowledgeable in the 
con struction of meaning from text, and socially interactive while reading (Ivey & Johnston, 2013). 

Further, Donalyn Miller draws on the work of Stephen Krashen who has spent over 40 years researching the 
field showing that:

... no single literacy activity has a more positive effect on students' comprehen sion, vocabulary 
knowledge, spelling, writing ability, and overall academic achievement than free voluntary reading. (Miller, 
2009) 

In their detailed study into engagement and adolescent reading, Ivey and Johnston (2013) show that students 
who are signifi cantly engaged in the reading were mak ing choices based on relevance to them. They also 
found that "engagement was evident not just in the time students spent reading but also in how they talked 
about their involvement with text, which juxta posed with passive, compliant reading of the past" (p. 261). 

Conclusion

Abigail, Anna, Lucy and Melanie are four children amongst a two hundred strong cohort; but even amongst 
these four there is no book or reading-related activity, in any classroom, that will help all these children 
engage and find flow simultaneously. The reading of independent, self-selected texts is a way for all students 
to engage in the reading process and respond to their read ing more creatively. It is through the reading of 
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independently chosen texts that speak to individual students that we will have the most success in changing 
reading from an instructional process to a cultural one. 

Finally, 

If teachers control reading, we never give ownership of it to students. Students will not walk out of our 
classrooms with internal motivation to read if they see reading as an act that takes place only in school 
under the control of their teachers. Reading ultimately belongs to readers, not school, and not school 
teachers" (Miller, 2009, p. 171).
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The real treasure of books: reading and conversation 

Alida Galati 

FYI, 2018

It is well documented that reading is essential for literacy development and improving overall wellbeing. 
Digital distractions, however, are ever present. We often need to schedule time to sit and read. This said, it is 
the conversations that flow from books and reading that really matter. 

As a school, we are constantly seeking opportunities for improvement across both curricular and extra-
curricular activities. Our College ethos 'Striving for the Magis' (i.e. higher or greater) is aimed not only at 
developing well-rounded students, but also staff and our wider school community. 

Our school library strives to build stu dents' reading stamina. Wider-reading is embedded not only into the 
English cur riculum but as a key part of our school cul ture, which in turn goes towards building a strong 
reading community. Over the past few years, we have developed various read ing programs (individual and 
team-based) targeting the Year 7-9 student cohort, and furthermore, reading challenges for staff have also 
been embraced enthusiastically. All of our reading challenges include having conversations with library staff 
every time a book is read and submitted in order to verify the reading. 

We know that finding 'the right book' is the key. It isn't just enough to have access to books - they need be 
discovered by stu dents and staff. Amongst our many initia tives, we have found success by genrefying our 
collections for better browsability, highlighting books at the start of each timetabled 'reading session' for 
English classes in the library, and creating displays promoting new (and not so new) books, often around a 
theme. Titles are recom mended at both our student and staff Book Club gatherings. We talk about books 
and stories with our students and staff all the time. In short, we celebrate reading and the conversations they 
inspire. 

To this end, we encourage staff and stu dents to ask each other 'What are you read ing?'. This has, in fact, 
become a theme this year in our school library. 

As is often the case, what we see is 
what we do, so role modelling has 
been imperative. This year we've 
amped up our 'marketing', so to 
speak, to show how every one across 
the College is reading, even people 
you least expected. 

We've created 'Read' posters 
featuring staff reading, using their 
'House' colours in the graphics so 
that an extra connection can be 
made with the students. The posters 
are on display around the school -in 
'Mentor' (Home) rooms, common 
rooms, thoroughfare noticeboards, 
and the like. Staff are participating 
willingly, often choosing just the 
'right book' and 'library location' to 
have their photo taken. Even our 
Principal's 'Read' poster is on display 
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throughout the College. 

Another poster that has been on display - and is regularly updated - is the 'Staff Reading Challenge Ladder'. 
It has staff photos and the number of books they've read for the Challenge. We knew this mar keting strategy 
was working - and that stu dents' curiosity had been piqued - when staff were approaching us to verify their 
reading with conversations because their students were asking them why they were 'so low' on the ladder 
and encouraging them to 'get onto' their reading ASAP! 

People are talking books and are inter ested in talking to each other. 

The 2018 Book Week theme was 'Find your treasure'. It resonated well with our own library theme as 
everyone is able to name a book they've read that they still love and indeed, treasure. And, are happy to 
talk about. Like every Book Week, we had lots of activities on offer during the course of the week, but we 
did create a couple that were specifically targeting reading and its link to 'treasure and books'. A simple 
competition was filling in a 'trea sure chest' template by writing the name of the book that they most treasure. 
Though open to all students and staff, every student across Years 7-9 was auto matically entered into this 
competition, as they completed a template when they came in for their timetabled 'reading session' in the 
library.

We displayed all of the entries around the library, with the majority of them on our Reading Zone glass wall. It 
was terrific to see students and staff browsing the en tries and talking about what had been listed. The titles 
ranged from childhood classics such as The very hungry caterpil lar and Mr. Men, to middle grade historical 
fiction, like the 'Once' series through to contemporary YA bestsellers such as The fault in our stars and 
Wonder - and liter ally, everything in between. To kill a mock ingbird, not surprisingly, was amongst some of 
the staff's treasured titles. Stu dent and staff winners were drawn after putting all the entries into a hat at the 
end of the week, each one receiving an illus trated hardback copy of Treasure Island, and gold chocolates!

A much more complex competition was our treasure hunt. 

The hunt involved sending students and staff physically across the College, follow ing riddle-based clues to 
arrive at the dif ferent building destinations. Once arriving at the correct location, they needed to identify the 
answers to a variety of clues and puzzles, all based on book titles, plots and characters, then write down their 
an swers on the treasure hunt answer sheet. 
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An interactive element of the hunt came in the form of actually speaking to staff. Participants needed to 
identify staff in the aforementioned posters scattered across the College and speak to the featured staff, 
ask them a set of questions - all book based - and document their responses. 

Once again, creating opportunities for conversation - that is not curriculum based - with people who, in the 
general course of a school day, they never would have had reason to talk to. Talking about books and making 
further connections within their school community. 

Overall, it was a successful competition and many entries were received. 

Students and staff had four days to sub mit their completed entries and a winner from each was randomly 
chosen from those who actually completed all sections. Interestingly- but not surprisingly - it was the 
interactive 'speaking' section that was, in many cases, only partially completed, and in some cases left 
completely blank. 

We had predicted that this component of the treasure hunt was potentially going to be a stumbling block and, 
after speaking to students about their experience with the activity, this was confirmed. Most said it was a lot 
of fun searching for the clues and working them out but that it was 'hard' to do the 'conversation part'. Lots of 
stu dents asked if 'next time' it could just have 'clues and puzzles'. 

Though staff had been forewarned about students approaching them during the week for a book chat, we're 
still not surprised that students found that task to be so confronting. Conversation does take practice; and 
instigating one with some one you don't know can be a difficult ask for an adult, let alone a young student!

We are open to all ideas that will get conversations started, however far-fetched. For instance, it was 
proposed that a modi fication to our strict uniform policy be made to ensure that a novel be ever-present in 
the blazer pocket, so that there is never an excuse not to be able to respond to our 'what are you reading?' 
question ... we're still working on getting that change imple mented! 

Conversations help build strong colle giality (and even friendships} amongst the staff, and confidence and 
trust with the student cohort. Listening to others' reflec tions on books they've read builds our em pathy - 
helping us gain new under standings and perspectives. We will con tinue to create opportunities for students 
and staff to read widely and talk about their reading. We are always searching for ways to improve the 
programs we have been running and to explore new opportu nities to engage the school community in this 
most pleasurable of endeavours called 'reading'. 

Alida Galati, Librarian, Loyola College, Watsonia
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Priority #1 - Reading comprehension 

Gabrielle Douglas and Barbara Roach 

FYI, 2018

This article is based on the concurrent session of the same title, presented at the SLAV conference Choose, 
Read, Succeed on November 24 2017. 

Caroline Chisholm Catholic College is a 7-12 Catholic secondary school in Braybrook in the western suburbs 
of Melbourne. The school has two campuses. Year 7, 8 and 9 girls are located at the Christ the King Campus 
at 65 Churchill Avenue. Not far away is the 204 Churchill Avenue site that serves Year 7, 8 and 9 boys at the 
St John's Campus, and the co-ed Sacred Heart Campus for Year 10, 11 and 12. There is a library at each site 
with four staff mem bers - two full time teacher-librarians, one full time and one part time library techni cian - 
who all work across both libraries. So we have two libraries, 3.6 staff, and about 1500 students. 

Our student body reflects the diversity of Melbourne's multicultural western suburbs. About 56% of our 
students speak a language other than English at home. A proportion are either refugees themselves or the 
children or grandchildren of refugees. There is also a diverse range of abilities, especially when it comes 
to literacy - from extremely articulate and literate to those still learning to speak English. All these factors 
impact on students' reading abili ties and the selection of texts in our library collections. 

The college libraries began a transformation under the leadership of Principal Marco Di Cesare. His 
commitment to the school library was recognised in 2014 when he was awarded the SLAV School Leaders 
Award. This commitment included providing resources and staffing and has seen improved facilities and 
programs. 

The current reading program has evolved from a collaboration between Eng lish teachers and teacher-
librarians and sought to address some of these questions: 

• How do we improve student reading? 

• How can we personalise the reading program? 

• How can we assess student progress?

• How can we make students account able for their reading? 

• What is sustainable in terms ohime commitment for library staff? 

• What should students be reading? 

• Would students select their own books or read from a prescribed list of titles? 

From those questions and from discussions with English staff we developed these goals: 

• For students to read more regularly 

• To read better books 

• To improve comprehension

Decisions made were:  

• All 7, 8, 9 English classes to come to the library regularly. Year 10 not part of the program 

• Students choose their own fiction book - not non-fiction, graphic novels, manga or e-books.

• An expectation that students read at home
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• Teachers/teacher-librarians meet regularly with students

• Student reading recorded in their Reading Log by the teacher

• Data collection - On Demand pre and post testing and survey

• All teachers and teacher-librarians involved in this program would be equal partners

• Year 7s come to the library once a week, and Year 8 and 9 once a fortnight.

Students are tested with On Demand at the start and end of the Reading Program; in 2017 that was in 
February and Novem ber. The data gives us a starting point to recommend novels at the beginning of the year. 
Our logic was that students read best when they are reading at their level or a little bit above to extend them. 
In November stu dents are tested again to check growth. NAPLAN results and other school assess ments are 
used to triangulate data as needed. The data from the On Demand test, and the teacher-student meetings 
were of interest to the Differentiated learn ing leader. Learning support officers be came involved in the 
program to assist with students and also participate in the teacher-student meetings. 

Students are also surveyed about their reading interests and to reflect on their progress over the year. 

The key to the success of the program was meeting with the student to discuss progress in reading and make 
notes in the Reading Log. When the Reading Program first commenced this conversation was rudimentary. 
Typical questions might be: 

• What are you 
reading? 

• How are you going? 

• What page are you 
up to? 

• Have you completed 
the book? 

• Do you need to find a 
new book to read? 

• Why didn't you finish 
this book? 

These teacher-student 
meetings fulfilled our 
aim of keeping students 
accountable, as it quickly 
became clear which ones 
were reading outside of 
class and which were 
not. Making notes in 
the student Reading 
Log greatly assisted us. 
However it also be came 
clear that there was a 
proportion of students 
who struggled with their 
reading. 

At this time another 
College initiative impacted 
the program. From 2016 
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to 2017 the College joined the University of Mel bourne Network of Schools project. This is a collaborative 
professional learning op portunity supported by the University of Melbourne, which aims to bring together 
experts and academics (such as John Hattie, Di Snowball) with practitioners on the ground in schools, 
so that what happens in the classroom is informed by research. UNMOS gives participating schools the 
opportunity to focus on either reading, writing or numeracy. Our College selected reading, with the goal to 
improve student learning outcomes by improving reading comprehension. UMNOS would enrich the Reading 
Program already in place with experts leading us into a deeper under standing of the teaching of reading in 
the secondary school. 

Professional learning provided by UMNOS researchers showed that the ex plicit teaching of reading 
strategies im proves comprehension. These four reading strategies (predicting, questioning, clari fying, and 
summarising) are often referred to as Reciprocal Teaching Strategies (see panel below). 

The student/teacher meetings which were currently in place would be enriched with this learning and 
become known as a Reading Conference. 

Reading Conferences 

A Reading Conference has a clear struc ture and purpose. The conference is an op portunity for the student 
to demonstrate to the teacher where they have used a spe cific skill eg clarifying. The teacher is col lecting 
evidence on how the student is using the skill. There should be a teachable moment in every conference 
where the teacher demonstrates how a strategy is used. The student and teacher set a goal for the next 
conference with a strategy to practice. 

In a Reading Conference, teachers: 

• Observe students applying comprehen sion strategies 

• Engage in quality talk about texts that deepens comprehension 

• Help solve difficulties and clarify meaning 

• Provide feedback on reading 

• Set individual reading goals

This is a more focused and richer conversation than previously with greater possibility of personalising the 
learning. The student is taking control of their learning - not the teacher. The reading is about comprehending 
the text, not getting through a number of pages.

English teachers and teacher-librarians have had professional learning in running Reading Conferences and 
are active in honing their skills by videoing some conferences and watching them critically with a view to 
improvement. 

Evaluation 

Is the program achieving its goals? 

Goal 1 - for students to read more regularly 

Students were surveyed at the end of 2016 and again this year. One of the ques tions related to how often 
students read, and there has been a pleasing increase this year in the number of students who are reading 
twice a week, with a corresponding decrease in those reading less than once a week. 
 
Goal 2 - To read better books 

The table below shows the books bor rowed most by Year 7, 8 and 9 in 2015, and the same in 2017. In 2015 
students were not choosing new or interesting novels, and were not extending themselves. This year, 
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students have been 
reading a wide range 
of interesting novels. 
One stand-out was 
the popularity of Red 
Queen, a novel of 388 
pages. 
 
Goal 3 - To improve 
comprehension 

Students were 
tested in February 
and November. The 
columns (see over 
page) are in sets with 
the first in the set 
the February result 
and the second the 
November result. In 
most cases there has 
been improvement in comprehension. 

Student comments 

The survey allowed 
students to 
comment on what 
they have learned 
from the Reading 
Program. While 
the comments 
are varied, there 
is a sense that 
students perception 
of themselves as 
readers is changing. 
While previously 
reading was not 
an activity many 
students undertook 
voluntarily, now they 
are surprising even 
them selves with how 
they much they can 
read and are enjoying 
it. 

Where to from 
here? 

The Reading 
Program with 
the Reading 

For students to read more regularly

To read better books
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Conferences embedded into the structure is continuing in 2018. There may be some changes at Year 9 level 
to provide a point of difference between each of the partici pating year levels. The College is moving toward 
continuous reporting in 2018 and we plan to provide a Reading Report in some format. We have devised 
an extended Reading Curriculum to include student reading habits and attitudes, vocabulary, fluency and 
visualisation to the reciprocal teaching strategies of prediction, question ing, clarifying and summarising, with 
learning intentions and success criteria for each of these. The Student Reading Log will be adapted to allow 
for the collection of information to inform the Reading Re port. In addition we may move from On De mand to 
PAT-R testing. 

Professional learning will continue to develop our skills and support new staff who join the team. We hope 
to make use of the online resource called 'Digipubs: Effective literacy teaching and learning for all students'. 
This online professional learning course was developed by Diane Snowball to assist primary and secondary 
teachers and school leaders with their pro fessional learning about literacy teaching and learning. It is hosted 
by the Depart ment of Education and Learning at http://www.digipubs.vic.edu.au/curriculum/effective-
literacy-teaching/effective-liter acy-teaching . 

We have come a long way in eighteen months and learned much. Teacher-librar ians have always taken 
on the role of the 'enabling adult', guiding students in their eading journey. Now, by explicitly teach ing the 
four reading strategies within the context of the Reading Program, we can as sist students to improve their 
reading com prehension and so progress to more complex texts. This opens students to a world of story and 
literature and improves learning outcomes across all subject disci plines. Who would not want that? 

Reference 

Duke, N. K. & Pearson, P. D. (2002). Ef fective reading practices for developing comprehension (Chapter 10 ). 
In Farstrup, A. E. & 5. J. Samuels (eds.), What research has to say about reading instruction, 3rd ed., Newark, 
DE: International Reading As sociation. 

Barbara Roach is Head of Library and Gabrielle Douglas is a teacher-librarian at Caroline Chisholm College, 
Braybrook. 

To improve comprehension
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'Kids who read, succeed': The reading program at 
Officer Secondary College 

Tracey Ferguson 

FYI, 2019

Kids who read, succeed.' This adage, has come to mean a great deal to me through my journey as a teacher-
librarian and Literacy Coach. As a teacher  librarian in the early years of my career, I found that students who 
came into sec ondary school with a love of reading, were easy to coax into Book Clubs and Reading initiatives, 
and enjoyed success in their high school studies. The challenge has al ways been to foster an appreciation for 
reading for all students. 

What I have learnt as a teacher-librarian 

When appointed as Head of Library at Emerald Secondary College in 2012, I was able to put in place my 
dream reading pro gram - fortnightly reading sessions with Year 7 classes that featured the explicit teaching 
of reading comprehension strate gies and individual conferencing with stu dents. It was the first time I was 
able to use data to measure our progress, and the reading data for the cohort soared. In 2013, class numbers 
did not allow for the same program, and while we attempted as best we could to implement a reading pro-
gram, the data plateaued. In the years from 2014-2016 the reading program was strictly re-instated and, 
along with other literacy initiatives, the school enjoyed ex cellent NAPLAN results in 2016. The arrival of a new 
Principal in 2015 saw the position of teacher-librarian lost in favour of a Lit eracy Leader. While I had been the 
suc cessful applicant for this Literacy position, the loss of my place in the library was not ideal, and I sought a 
position in another school. 

Officer SC - establishing the Resource Centre 

The facade of Officer Secondary Col lege is impressive. The contemporary ar chitectural exterior, features 
colourful panels in shades of 
lime green and tanger ine. In 
2017, I was fortunate to be ap-
pointed to the roles of English 
teacher, teacher-librarian and 
Literacy Leader. Walking into 
the Resource Centre reveals 
a Makerspace and a library 
space boasting colourful 
furniture in a range of seating 
options, the kind of furniture 
that I had often gazed at, and 
coveted from library furniture 
catalogues! The Resource 
Centre is ideally located in 
the centre of the school. 
The brightly coloured tables, 
chairs couches and shelving 
units form interest ing shapes 
and create an inviting atmos-
phere. Cassie, the Library 
Manager, was the library 
technician at my previous 
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school, and had made the happy 
move to Officer. Cassie is a dynamic 
and talented Library Manager. It was 
exciting for me to be working with 
her again. 

Resource Centre 

One of our first goals was to raise 
the profile of the library as a space 
of engage ment for all students. With 
Cassie develop ing the collection 
and filling the shelves with the first 
books and reference materi als, 
students mainly accessed the library for recreational use. 

It was our goal to establish the library as a central hub of the school, a dynamic place for learning, where 
students could gather to experience events and resources that extended them beyond the usual classroom 
boundaries. With displays that invite students to expand their vocabulary with a huge interactive wall 
mounted Bog gle game, the library also features everchanging displays of new books, maga zines, manga, 
reference and book series, excursions to the Writers Festival and pro posed author talks. 

Library events 

We began to promote library events as a means to foster a positive attitude around the use of the Resource 
Centre. One of the first events held in the Centre was 'Library Lovers Day'. With pink lollies, a quiz focusing on 
the history of Valen tine's Day and fun prizes, the students were keen to be involved. 

Library events now occur on a regular basis and are well attended. Students must sign up at the library 
desk and the library is closed to all other students. Cassie en sures that students are actively involved in the 
organisation of events, taking on roles such as planning quiz questions, monitor ing student attendance, 
taking photos and distributing prizes to quiz winners. Cassie often uses Kahoot to provide the quiz plat form 
for each event and offers a range of prizes. 'May the 4th be with you', and Hal loween have become annual 
favourites, with students dressing up to participate in these functions. With posters, badges and bookmarks 
designed by Cassie to comple ment each event, students are keen to se cure these artefacts. {Apparently 
Harry Potter bookmarks were even sold on the black market!) 

PRACTICE/ DOUGLAS & ROACH
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Establishing the library reading program 

I was thrilled when an English member of staff suggested fortnightly reading ses sions, and I was able to 
assist in developing a comprehensive reading program. I have adapted these reading sessions to be de-
livered as a reading workshop model as promoted through the Bastow Leading Lit eracy course. This model 
ensures a focus on the explicit teaching of reading compre hension strategies, independent reading, and 
teacher conferences with individuals or small groups of students. English teach ers at Officer are allocated 
a fortnightly session in the Resource Centre. As a teacher-librarian, I lead these sessions, with each teacher 
present with his or her Year 7 class. My goal is to build the capac ity of English teachers to be able to explic-
itly teach reading comprehension strategies to all of their classes, becoming Literacy Leaders within the PLC 
frame work. 

Library reading sessions - Key comprehension strategies include: 

• Introduction to the library, catalogue and data bases. 

• Monitoring my comprehension - what fix up strategies can I use? 

• Online reading - access to on line resources 

• Making text connections - text to self, text to text, text to world 

• Visualising, Inferencing, Fact and Opinion, Author Purpose. 

• Reciprocal teaching - Making Predictions, Clarifying, Questioning and Summarising. 

Each lesson features the following components: 

1. Learning Intention and Success Criteria are explained to the students

2. Explicit teaching of reading compre hension strategies - a mini lesson of 5-10 minutes

3. Silent reading time

4. Individual conferencing between English teacher and students 

5. Literacy Intervention as required by the Literacy Coach

6. Students gather as a whole class to record their reading and review the strategy taught

7. Check in - have we achieved the Success Criteria?

Reading conferencing questions: 

• Do you know your current reading score? (according to PatR testing) 

• What is a reading goal that you have for yourself? 

• What score would you give yourself out of 5 as a reader? 

• What would you like to do when you complete school? 

• Students must also read aloud to check for comprehension both when reading aloud and silently. 

Pedagogy at Officer Secondary College 

The College is a team teaching school and boasts a collaborative nature, using Professional Learning 
Communities as the major driver of pedagogy. The College has a unique Instructional model, with a lesson 
plan format that ensures consistency across the College. The reading workshop model fits ideally into this 
lesson plan. In my first year at Officer, due to my own team teaching commitments, I was unable to work 
with year 7 or 8 teachers in the library. This year, however, I was able to work with English teachers to build 
their capacity to deliver the reading initiatives, and we have enjoyed seeing the data im prove significantly 
across our year 7 cohort, and a greater growth at year 8 (see table above). I am extremely fortunate, however, 
to work with young enthusiastic staff in a school that prides itself on setting high expectations. It has been 
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gratify ing to see the support for 
reading initia tives and library events 
from the whole staff. 

Intervention 

The College has Intervention 
sessions for all students that are 
outside the regular curriculum 
program. This unique approach 
to Intervention, with dedicated 
Interven tion sessions running twice 
weekly, allows access to a wide 
range of programs, but also allows 
for a focus on literacy and nu meracy 
interventions. 

When the school was first 
established, Cars and Stars was 
chosen as a whole school reading 
program to promote the ex plicit 
teaching of reading comprehension 
strategies across the school. It was 
clear that the Cars and Stars program 
was suc cessful in offering a whole school and con sistent approach to reading, and NAPLAN data indicates 
that students have demon strated growth in reading from Year 7 to 9. 

When evaluating this program, how ever, feedback from staff indicated that students were lacking 
engagement during these intervention sessions. I recognised the value in having nearly 20 staff from dif-
ferent curriculum areas engage in a read ing program, so I surveyed staff and students to determine how this 
program could be improved. I began by changing the lesson structure, incorporated authentic tasks such as 
reading phone contracts or gaming instructions and added 'Fun Friday' featur ing online games and quizzes. 
Students and staff began to engage more positively with the program. Students were offered greater choice 
in their reading material through use of the on line reading resource Newsela, and vocabulary-expanding 
web sites such as vocabulary.com. This year, students were required to maintain their own workbook for Cars 
and Stars. They make notes when watching instructional videos and the maintenance of a glossary ensures 
the learning of new terminology. 

Staff sought professional development for reading strategies, which is now fac tored into the program, with a 
weekly briefing. With a greater understanding of reading comprehension strategies, staff are more likely to 
apply these strategies in their own classrooms. It has been delightful when walking around in the open learn-
ing spaces to hear a staff member asking, "What predictions can you make of this text?" or explaining how 
students can 'compare and contrast' elements of the text, in the manner that they have learnt during Cars 
and Stars sessions. 

With the Library Reading Program echo ing the strategies delivered through Cars and Stars, we have seen 
greater growth this year in the Pat Reading test adminis tered twice yearly. This confirms for me that, 'kids 
who read, succeed', but more im portantly, teachers who teach kids to read, succeed! 

NOTE: Details of reading programs and strategies can be found on my website: http://activeliteracy.global2.
vic.edu.au/. 

Tracey Ferguson is Literacy Leader and teacher-librarian at Officer SC. 
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Story telling and reflection: Dromkeen National 
Centre for Picture Book Art

John Oldmeadow

Synergy, 2012

PRESS RELEASE

SCHOLASTIC AUSTRALIA, TRUSTEE OF THE DROMKEEN NATIONAL CENTRE FOR PICTURE 
BOOK ART, GIFTS ENTIRE COLLECTION TO THE STATE LIBRARY OF VICTORIA

Ken Jolly, Chairman of the Board of Scholastic Australia, has used this year’s annual Dromkeen 
Dinner to announce that Scholastic Australia is to present the entire Dromkeen Scholastic 
Collection to the people of Australia through the State Library of Victoria. The Collection 
consists of some 7500 original artworks and illustrations from the prepublication material of 
many of Australia’s best-loved children’s books. The Collection also includes an historical book 
collection and six bronze sculptures of picture book characters.

Welcoming the donation of the Dromkeen Scholastic Collection, the President of the Library 
Board of Victoria, the Hon John Cain, said, “We are delighted to accept this important national 
collection. It is wonderful that it is being given to the Library during the National Year of Reading. 
The Library will build and exhibit the collection, support research and continue programs 
to engage young people in the Library and on-line.  In this way we will maintain the vision of 
Courtney and Joyce Oldmeadow, and Scholastic as Trustee, and work to support literacy 
amongst young people.”

Dromkeen will maintain its Exhibition and Education program at the Dromkeen Homestead in 
2012 with the transfer of all parts of the Collection completed by the end of the year. 

The Dromkeen Collection has progressed from a single piece of art work from an Australian children’s 
picture book collected by Joyce and Courtney Oldmeadow in 1973 (Barnaby and the Rocket, illustrated by 
Judith Cowell and written by Lydia Pender, published Collins 1972.) to a 7,500 piece collection acknowledged 
as the National Centre for Picture Book Art, and is moving from the idyllic setting in a rural homestead to 
the high Victorian edifice of the State Library of Victoria. How shall we tell its story or seek to evaluate its 
performance?
 
In the context of the Inquiry into school libraries and teacher-librarians, there is increasing pressure to not 
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simply tell the story but also to assess, evaluate, justify the existence of, the need for collections and those 
who tend them, make them accessible, and provide “an arch wherethrough gleams that untraveled world 
whose margins fade forever and forever when I move” (Lord Alfred Tennyson). As the Dromkeen Collection 
moves from private and then corporate philanthropy to an institution with government-based funding, it is an 
appropriate time to both tell the story and evaluate the success of the Collection after its first four decades.

Telling the story of the place, the experience of my parents, Joyce and Court Oldmeadow, and then my sister 
Kaye Keck’s passion for Dromkeen I am in danger of sliding into a personal perspective and even hagiography 
so let me tell it from the perspective of Graeme Base as he relates his experiences with Dromkeen and its 
impact on him . . .
 

Dromkeen was not quite the gingerbread cottage or a moated castle of old, but something in between - a 
graceful nineteen-century Australian homestead in a picturesque country setting in Riddell’s Creek in 
outer Melbourne. Here lived the fairy godmother of Australian children’s literature. Her name was Joyce 
Oldmeadow

Joyce and her husband, Courtney, were living their dream, having established, in 1974, the Dromkeen 
Children’s Literature Foundation. Housed within the Dromkeen homestead were a specialist children’s 
bookshop, an art gallery and an ever-growing collection of original Australian children’s book illustrations 
and manuscripts. The internationally-renowned Dromkeen was also a sanctuary for the creators of 
children’s books. Over the years Joyce and Court welcomed authors and illustrators from all over the 
world into their home. They came to write or illustrate, to talk, to dine or unwind, to become inspired 
and to inspire. Joyce offered passionate support and sustenance to new and upcoming artists: Robyn 
and I were swept up into the world of Dromkeen and I knew I’d found my niche. When I accepted Joyce’s 
invitation to be a writer-in-residence and talk to groups of children, the difference between these two 
strange lives, the rock-and-roll pub scene and the grace and calm of Dromkeen, was extraordinary. I 
adored it. I met [children’s authors] Doug MacLeod, Michael Dugan, Paul Jennings and Ted Greenwood 
and [illustrators] Jane Tanner and Terry Denton, lovely like-minded people. I was so fortunate to have 
Joyce’s input on Animalia at a critical stage. She was unfailingly gracious and welcoming . . . we often 
stayed over a weekend – sometimes a week! The sense of Community at Dromkeen, the conversations, 
the red wine and laughter, nourished [my] Graeme’s spirit (Watts & 
Base, p.36)

In pragmatic terms Dromkeen is a gallery (in fact, an accredited 
museum) preserving and displaying art work from finished illustrations 
through all manner of pre-publication material from children’s books 
housed in an 1898 homestead set in 25 acres of rural countryside a 
45 minute drive north of the Melbourne CBD. Associated educational 
programs are run for students from primary to tertiary, teacher 
professional development events are offered, residential workshops 
held and author and illustrator days opened for the general public.
 
The grounds contain a collection of six outdoor bronze sculptures 
of characters from children’s books and a Heritage Trail of a dozen 
outdoor boards is spread throughout the property, highlighting 
particular Australian children’s books as part of the nation’s history.

The Collection is based on 7500 pieces of original art work and 
pre-publication sketches, notes and ‘mock-up /dummies’ of books. 
The artwork is supported by an historical collection of 19th century 
and early 20th century children’s books and a significant reference 
collection. Together the collection forms a research resource for academics in a range of disciplines 
associated with Australian children’s books their production and most importantly their art.
 
In addition, Dromkeen has initiated the Annual Dromkeen Medal for significant contribution to children’s 
literature over more than 30 years and the Annual Dromkeen Librarians Award for some 15 years.  (See 
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Dromkeen web pages for listing of Award winners <www.scholastic.com.au/dromkeen>).
 
Dromkeen has initiated the Annual Dromkeen Medal for significant contribution to children’s literature over 
more than 30 years and the Annual Dromkeen Librarians Award for some 15 years.

The vision of Joyce and Courtney Oldmeadow in creating Dromkeen 
was grounded in their educational bookselling business and the 
homestead was both a bookshop as well as their home. As with their 
earlier ‘shop’ based in their home in the Melbourne suburb of Ivanhoe, 
hospitality blurred the distinction between the profitable and prophetic. 
The practical interweaving of business and personal passion continued 
through the close personal connections with Ken Jolly (then CEO and 
now Chairman of Scholastic Australia). As an ex-teacher, Ken shared 
Court and Joyce’s passion for bringing books and children together and 
from an early commitment to Court, Ken worked to ensure the survival 
and flourishing of this vision, with Joyce and then her daughter, Kaye 
Keck and most recently her son, John. The practical solutions included 
the purchase of the bookselling business and homestead by Scholastic, 
transfer of the trusteeship of the foundation to Scholastic and the 
35 years of unstinting funding of all aspects of the Collection and the 
property. This extraordinary level of support demonstrates the ongoing 
commitment of Ken to the idea of Dromkeen.
 
As Ken Jolly has acknowledged, the funding by Scholastic Australia was 
entirely dependent on the personal belief in and commitment to Joyce 
and Court’s vision of Richard (Dick) Robinson, Executive Chairman, CEO 

and son of the founder of Scholastic International in New York. Dick met with Joyce, Kaye and John on various 
occasions, visited Dromkeen and was kept apprised of all of the developments by Ken, and he personally 
ensured the corporate funding behind every step. It is unusual that personal and corporate philanthropy 
from the USA should ensure the preservation of a collection of such cultural, artistic and Australian literary 
significance. That this level of philanthropy by Dick Robinson has been maintained over more than 30 years is 
exceptional in any area of the arts within Australia.
 
If to tell the story of Dromkeen in all its parts is difficult, how might 
we assess its significance, its impact since 1973? There are three 
key areas in which Dromkeen has made a difference.
 
First, perhaps it is drawing a long bow, but the claim that Dromkeen 
raised the profile of illustrations for children’s picture books from 
‘pictures alongside text’ to an ‘art in its own right’ is substantiated 
in the emergence of the art from picture book exhibitions, the 
exponential rise in sale price and representation in major galleries 
and other institutions of picture book art. The profile of illustrators 
themselves now sits alongside authors and, for many picture 
book illustrators, their income is bolstered by the sale of art work, 
illustrator talks, workshops and presentations, with few illustrators 
actually surviving on book royalties alone. Dromkeen can rightly 
claim to have been a prime mover in this change in Australia.
 
Dromkeen raised the profile of illustrations for children’s picture 
books from ‘pictures alongside text’ to an ‘art in its own right’  

Second, in national and international terms Dromkeen has inspired 
others to establish like-minded places and institutions. Perhaps 
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the greatest tribute comes from Seven Stories (http://www.sevenstories.org.uk/ ) in the UK when upon the 
occasion of the presentation of the Eleanor Fargeon Award, in her 2011 Acceptance speech Kate Edwards 
(Chief Executive ‘Seven Stories’) said:
 

I’m going to tell you about Seven Stories and to pay tribute to our friends and founders who helped along 
the way. The story begins a long way away from here – thousands of miles away in fact, in Australia, in 
Riddell’s Creek, near Melbourne.

Eleanor Farjeon Award winners Joyce and Court Oldmeadow were booksellers who dreamt of creating a 
permanent exhibition of preliminary and finished artwork in their bookshop, to answer the question that 
visiting children asked about how a book – especially picture books – came into being. Through book 
trade connections they had become aware of the fate of much artwork and manuscripts after publication 
– lost or destroyed, as were sketches, diagrams and dummies – many had left Australia for foreign 
collections – sound familiar?

They purchased a colonial homestead called Dromkeen in 1973. Within months they purchased the 
first artwork to found a collection and in 1974 officially opened the Dromkeen Collection of Australia 
Children’s Literature. Its collection rapidly developed, as did the rooms given over to exhibitions and 
children, adults, authors and illustrators.

The Oldmeadows’ daughter Kaye Keck took over as leader of Dromkeen in 1989, furthering Dromkeen’s 
place as an important educational resource, nationally important archive and champion of the Australian 
picture book. Many of you will know that tragically Kaye died in September of pancreatic cancer.

I’d like to dedicate this Award to Kaye Keck and to Dromkeen, a pioneering place that inspired the 
founding of Seven Stories.

Thirdly (and most importantly) how does one assess the impact on the thousands of children, teachers, 
librarians, parents, families and even researchers who have entered through that arch into the untraveled 
world of the imagination? At Dromkeen we now hear young parents exclaim: “I came here as a school child 
and I want my children to be as excited as I was when I first saw the pictures behind the books I loved”.

The State Library 
knows well the power of 
the art from children’s 
books to excite and 
inspire: the LOOK 
Exhibition (http://www.
slv.vic.gov.au/look) and 
the amazing success 
of the Children’s Book 
Festival sponsored 
by the Library and 
the Wheeler Centre 
are testimony to this. 
The stories of the 
great event are told 
in families across the 
State and the Library 
has the statistics to 
confirm the results for 
even the most sceptical 
assessors!

As Ken Jolly and Dick 
Robinson pass the 
Trusteeship of the 
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Dromkeen Collection from Scholastic to the State Library of Victoria, and the Oldmeadow family relinquishes 
direct and personal involvement in Joyce and Court’s dream, it remains to be seen if the magic of a place, 
the passion of a few people and the bountiful funding from a committed individual in another country can be 
continued by a government funding institution, albeit it one with such an excellent record of supporting the 
bringing together of children and books.

References

Watts, Julie & Base, Graeme (2008)The Art of Graeme Base, Julie Watts & Graeme Base, Penguin Books 
Australia.

John Oldmeadow is the Director, Dromkeen Centre for Picture Book Art.
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Visiting Manyallaluk: The work of the Indigenous 
Literacy Foundation

Kate Grenville

Synergy, 2013

Enter ‘remote indigenous communities’ into most of our mental search engines and what comes back is 
bleak: dust, skinny dogs, sick babies. Kids sniffing petrol. grog everywhere.

What we don’t seem to see on TV are the success stories. Green, quiet, grog-free places. Schools full of 
smart, healthy, eager kids.

I wouldn’t have believed that they existed unless I’d seen them, and most of us never get that chance. Not 
long ago I was invited to visit a couple of communities, as part of the Indigenous Literacy Project – the book 
industry’s initiative to get books into remote communities. What I saw there pretty much floored me.

Manyallaluk Community, a couple of hours east of Katherine, has less than a hundred people. It’s a little green 
oasis in endless dry dusty miles – a waterhole with pink lilies, houses hidden behind trees, and a two-room 
school with twenty or so kids.

Of course, we were special visitors. We were seeing the place at its best. Are there always oranges and 
muffins for morning break? Do the kids always wear their smart green-and-white ‘Manyallaluk’ T-shirts? 
Maybe not. But what can’t be faked is the happiness, healthiness and confidence of those kids. Whatever’s 
going on in Manyallauk, it’s working.

Children’s author Andy Griffiths showed the older kids (about eight to twelve) how they might go about 
writing and illustrating little books of their own. In the other classroom Kaz Cooke worked with the younger 
kids, drawing and writing.

Helping the kids with their stories was about ten kinds of education for me. The reality of operating all day in 
a foreign language was an eye-opener – these kids speak at least two local languages plus ‘Kriol’, but English 
is their third or fourth language. They know it mainly through TV and DVDs – it’s not any of their languages of 
ordinary life.

I tried to imagine what it would be like to be an English-speaking kid sent to school in, say, Vietnam, and 
expected to function straight away – in every subject, maths as well as reading – in Vietnamese. Add to that 
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the fact that the local languages are almost purely oral languages, so these kids don’t live in a world where 
things get written down, and they’re starting off with a daunting hurdle.

But these kids were doing it. Slowly, painstakingly, conscientiously dotting every ‘i’ and crossing every ‘t’, 
they started to write their stories. I spent some time with Billy, a tall thin curly-headed nine-year-old, a kind of 
Aboriginal Buddy Holly. ‘Buffalo Hunting’, his story was called. First we pack up the gear (a detailed drawing 
showed the rifles and the ropes and the Toyota full of people).

Easy to forget what a random language English is. Why does pack need that c? Why isn’t gear spelled gere 
or geer? Which is where reading comes in. Kids who live surrounded by words – cereal packets, TV guides, 
street signs, bedtime books read by parents – have a head start in the vagaries of our rich muddle of a 
language. The Manyallaluk kids don’t have any of that – what you might call ambient written English.

One reason, of course, is that their parents, by and large, aren’t writers or readers. Storytellers, yes – long, 
intricate, multi-layered stories. Fluent readers of country, yes. But no newspapers, no bedtime books. And 
Manyallaluk doesn’t need street signs. Even at the school there aren’t many books. As many parents know, 
fund-raising is where most of the books in public school libraries come from – all those cake stalls and 
sausage sizzles. At places like Manyallaluk, there’s not a lot of employment, not a lot of money. A ‘school 
library’ is an unknown luxury.

This is the situation Suzy Wilson of Riverbend Books in Queensland saw a few years ago. She saw that what 
was needed was a circuit-breaker – a means of getting books into those communities so that the kids (and 
their parents) have something to work on in their efforts to get a handle on English. The Indigenous Literacy 
Project involves booksellers, publishers and authors. In consultation with the communities, and working in 
partnership with the Fred Hollows Foundation, it now gets books into 140 communities.

But if English is pretty irrelevant to life in communities, why make those heroic efforts to learn it? The answer, 
of course, is that it’s about having options: without functional English, there are precious few opportunities 
for education, training, employment – for any kind of engagement with the world beyond the community. 
For the world beyond the community. It’s not about replacing indigenous languages with English. It’s about 
adding English to the language repertoire of people who are already multi-lingual.

Sitting with the kids at Manyallaluk, it was plain that they want the options that English represents. 
Remembering my feeble efforts to learn French at school, I knew something of how hard it was for them to 
get their stories down, how frustrating it must be for Billy to limit all that he knew about buffalo hunting to 
what he had the English words for.

We go out from community. We find the buffalo. We kill it. (A graphic line drawing with a pool of dramatic 
red blood.) At this point I could see that Billy was tired from the struggle of writing English. You sick of this? I 
asked, and he nodded feelingly. But I was interested now. How do you cut up the buffalo? I asked. Cut off the 
legs first? Billy came to life again. He showed me, very carefully, exactly how you use the knife – one hand 
pulling it, the other steadying its course – to slice down the sides of the belly and then across – ‘like an H’. 
Then the skin can be pushed off with the fists and the carcass cut up with the hatchet. He went back to his 
book, determined to finish it. We put the leaves in the Toyota to dry the blood. Then we take the beef back to 
community.

Later it struck me that all the stories I read that day – ‘Emu-egg Hunting’, ‘Playing Basketball’, ‘Visiting Aunty 
Margaret in Darwin’, ‘The 4th Goal’ and the rest – had something in common. The first-person pronoun was 
always in the plural. These were, indeed, communities, where people do things together.

There are remote indigenous communities where the kids are battling illness, appalling living conditions, 
domestic violence and the whole sad, all-too-familiar story of dysfunction. But there are others, like the ones 
we saw outside Katherine, where the members of the community are making sure that things are working. 
It’s part of whitefella culture to look always for the big picture, but sometimes there isn’t a big picture, just a 
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lot of small ones. One size doesn’t fit all, stereotypes aren’t the whole picture.
As the Black Arm Band sings with passionate optimism, out of little things, big things grow.

Addendum

This wonderful article from Indigenous Literacy Foundation (ILF) ambassador, Kate Grenville, appeared in 
Meanjin three years ago. We are now known as a Foundation rather than a project and reach more than two 
hundred communities with our book supply programme. Find out more about the ILF and how your school 
can help raise funds by visiting www.indigenousliteracyfoundation.org.au

This article first appeared in Meanjin, Vol. 69, No. 1 March 2010. The addendum was added in August 2013.

Kate Grenville is one of Australia's best-known authors. She's published eight books of fiction and four books 
about the writing process. Her best-known works are the international best-seller The Secret River, The Idea 
of Perfection, The Lieutenant and Lilian's Story. Her novels have won many awards both in Australia and the 
UK, several have been made into major feature films, and all have been translated into European and Asian 
languages. (Taken from Grenville’s website http://kategrenville.com/biography).
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Can you imagine a world without books? 

Kristin Gill and Karen Williams 

FYI, 2008

Can you imagine a world without books? Given that you are probably a teacher -librarian reading this article, I 
am guessing that your answer is probably 'no'. Those of us who have grown up surrounded by books and with 
an enthusiasm for reading can not possibly imagine a life without them. 

In 2004. Queensland bookseller, Suzy Wilson, discovered that literacy levels in remote indigenous 
communities were appallingly low in Australia (in some cases worse than in many third world countries) and 
with low literacy consistently linked to poor health, social and economic out comes, she decided that she 
would work with her local community to tackle the problem. 

The Riverbend Reading Challenge, in partnership with The 
Fred Hollows Foundation and Ian Thorpe's Fountain for 
Youth Trust, was launched in 2005 and as a result raised 
more than $25,000. The project operated simply by getting 
school children, mainly in Queensland, to register and read 
ten books for literacy. Each child paid a S5 registration fee 
to raise funds. 

In 2006, The Riverbend Readers' Challenge went national, 
involving publishers and booksellers around Australia and 
evolved into the Australian Readers' Challenge (ARC). 
That year, over 14,000 school children, libraries, authors, individuals, schools, bookshops and publishers 
participated and helped to raise $80,000. 

By the end of 2006, it was clear that the ARC was getting bigger than we as a committee (made up of 
representatives from the Australian Book Industry - both publishers and booksellers - could manage. It was 
time to think about how best to stream- line the project to ensure maximum efficiency and potential for 
fundraising. 

In 2007 we launched the Indigenous Literacy Project (ILP) with the full support of the Australian Publishers' 
Association, the Australian Booksellers· Association and with the backing of the Australian Society of 
Authors. Working in partnership with The Freel Hollows Foundation, a small committee of representatives 
from publishers and booksellers devised a new working strategy to raise funds and to engage the entire 
Australian Book Industry. 

With the Readers' Challenge now sidelined because it was felt the state-based Premier's Reading Challenges 
were a priority within schools, we needed to find an alternative means of raising funds. It was decided to ask 
the Australian Book Indust1y to consider donating a percentage of their revenue on the first Wednesday 
of September - and that this would become Indigenous Literacy Day (ILD). Over the course of the year, 
committee members lobbied for the support of both trade and educational publishers and booksellers. 
Schools were asked to fund-raise in a number of ways and the corporate business sector was also asked to 
think about how they might contribute. 

This was a hugely successful strategy and as a result we raised $255,000, far exceeding our target of 
$100,000. This included a ve,y generous donation of $65,000 from the newly appointed 2007 SILKS of the 
NSW Bar Association. 
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In 2008, with ILD set for September 3 and confirmation of a stellar list of ambassadors -Andy Griffiths, 
Alexis Wright, Geraldine Brooks, Tara June Winch, David Malouf and Dr Anita Heiss - we were thrilled to learn 
that Therese Rein, the wife of Prime Minister Rudd, had agreed to be our Patron. In May this year, Ms Rein 
generously launched the project for us to the media and VIP guests in Sydney. 

Our partnership with The Fred Hollows Foundation is pivotal to the success of the project - without FHF, we 
would not have had the opportunity to deliver our program into 35 new communities in the NT, northern NSW 
and, potentially, Queensland. 

The FHF has staff on the ground in a number of communities who liaise with the schools and with school 
principals regarding suitable resources to support the literacy enhancement of both children and adults. 
These resources are usually books and are supplied at cost by publishers via the Australian Booksellers' 
Association but they can also be things such as shelving, music programs with strong literacy links or a 
visiting educationalist. 

The FHF also sponsors staff to facilitate the distribution of resources and the liaison between the ILP 
committee and the communities. The FHF is more than generous in offering its expertise as a registered 
foundation - an area fraught with legalities and logistics for the inexperienced! 

This year, we will also undertake an evaluation process so that we can readily measure outcomes and report 
back to our stakeholders on the bow the project is tracking. 

From a personal perspective, I am privileged to be involved with this project and feel very strongly about its 
purpose and projected outcome. We are also constantly encouraged by people's enthusiasm for the project 
and I'm hoping that if you have read this far, you or your school may well be interested in participating in 
raising funds. I'm very pleased to let you know that the Readers' Challenge has been reintroduced this year as 
the Readers' Quest. It is just one of the many fundraising choices listed on the website <wvvw. worldwithou 
tbooks. org>. 

On September 3, 2008, the Victorian launch of Indigenous Literacy Day will be at Ivanhoe Girls' Grammar 
School, with guests including Paul Jennings and Kaz Cooke. If you are interested in raising funds and getting 
involved in the project, you would be most welcome to join us to share an hour or so of celebrations - we·d 
love to acknowledge your support. Simply register as a fundraising school on the website, think about how 
you'd like to participate and let us know that you·d also like to join us on the day. We have room for around 
500 children and teachers. 

For further information, please feel free to contact either Kristin Gill at <Kristin.gill@au. penguingroup.com> 
or Karen Williams, ILP Project Manager at <karen@worldwithoutbooks.org>. 

Kristin Gill is the General Manager of Education Sales and Children's Marketing at Penguin Books; Karen 
Williams, is the ILP Project Manager at Penguin Books.
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Identity and (inter)cultural understanding: 
Resources for teachers to embed the cross curriculum priority areas and support diverse 
learners

Jenny Peck

FYI, 2020

The Department of Education and Training Languages and Multicultural Education Resource Centre (LMERC) 
is a specialised library that has been operating for more than 30 years. LMERC supports teachers to deliver 
the Victorian Curriculum F-10 with a focus on English as an Additional Language (EAL), languages and the 
cross-curriculum priority areas of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures, Asia and 
Australia’s engagement with Asia and the Intercultural capability. 

LMERC also supports a wide range of other DET strategies including the Marrung Aboriginal Education Plan 
(2016-2026) and other initiatives that support the achievement of all learners and seek to promote well-
being and to eliminate prejudice and racism. LMERC has always been an important plank in the Department’s 
commitment to the Victorian Government’s multicultural and social cohesion policy initiatives.  

Diversity of learners in Victoria 

Victoria hosts a fast-growing and diverse population. Statistics from the most recent DET EAL report show 
that 6,620 newly-arrived EAL students enrolled in Victorian government schools in 2018, from 128 language 
backgrounds. More than half came from one of eight language backgrounds: Mandarin, Arabic, Chinese, Dari, 
Hindi, Urdu, Samoan and Vietnamese (DET, 2020). The student population of Victoria is incredibly diverse 
and a microcosm of the state itself, one of the most culturally diverse societies in the world. 

EAL and plurilingualism  

The new Victorian 
Curriculum F-10 EAL 
contains a strand called 
Cultural and Plurilingual 
Awareness, which 
acknowledges the 
value of competence in 
multiple languages and 
the fact that students 
bring a repertoire of 
language learning skills 
and knowledge to the 
classroom. The strand 
signifies a move away 
from the deficit view 
of EAL students as 
‘non-English speakers’. 
This means students 
are supported to both 
maintain and leverage their first language in their learning of the English language. A plurilingual [approach] 
connects to EAL/D students’ entire repertoire of meaning making. “This includes prior knowledge, 
knowledge of language, metalinguistic skills and different ways of perceiving the world.” (DET, 2019) 
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LMERC supports EAL learners by providing relevant teacher resources and age-appropriate monolingual or 
bilingual reading material in over 60 languages, in a range of formats. Bilingual picture dictionary and book 
kits with digital audio pens are available in Arabic, Mandarin, Persian (Dari or Farsi), Urdu, Somali, French and 
Spanish. Resources in languages other than English support students to understand the content, vocabulary 
and the features of different text types in a range of learning areas such as science and art. 

The effects of providing bilingual resources in schools goes beyond that of formal learning. Teachers report 
that students and families often feel a greater sense of belonging, that their cultural or linguistic identities 
and skills are valued, and that students feel comforted. A sense of commonality and community may also 
result from being able to connect with fellow classmates through multilingual versions of contemporary and 
widely read novels such as the Harry Potter series or Wonder by RJ Pallacio. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures 

The vision of the Marrung Aboriginal Education Plan is that “Victoria will be a State where the rich and 
thriving culture, knowledge and experience of our First Nations peoples are celebrated by all Victorians; 
where our universal service systems are inclusive, responsive and respectful of Koorie people at every stage 
of their learning and development journey; and where every Koorie person achieves their potential, succeeds 
in life, and feels strong in their cultural identity.”  

There are now many new, comprehensive and exciting resources at LMERC and online to embed the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures priority area across all levels and learning areas. 
Advice on incorporating Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives across the curriculum can be 
found in the Protocols for Koorie Education from the Victorian Aboriginal Education Association Inc (VAEAI). 

VAEAI also produce a suite of resources including a yearly Koorie Education Calendar which connects 
significant events and achievements for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities with the 
Victorian Curriculum and a regular Aboriginal perspectives curriculum bulletin. The calendar includes ideas 
for teaching and learning activities with links to online resources, and the bulletins are curriculum-linked. 
Resources for teachers working with Aboriginal students around cultural safety, Aboriginal Englishes and 
culturally relevant texts in a range of genres written by Aboriginal authors are also available at LMERC. 

Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia 

The LMERC library is a rich source of resources for teachers to embed Asia perspectives across the 
curriculum. This includes contemporary fiction in a range of genres written by Asian or Australian authors 
from an Asian background. 

A recent example is Pie in the sky by Remy Lai (2019), an illustrated novel that relates the experiences of two 
young boys who have migrated from Hong Kong to Australia. Their sense of dislocation and the cultural and 
linguistic barriers they experience is vividly, sensitively, yet humorously described in words and pictures.  

A text such as this can have multiple purposes: for providing a culturally relevant text that newly arrived 
students can relate to, or that provides an opportunity for seeing through the eyes of a student struggling 
to fit in, to understand and to be understood or used in association with a lesson plan related to migration to 
Australia.   

Diverse fiction 

For a long time, the resources in schools did not reflect our society or school’s demographics. Resources that 
did exist sometimes emphasised a simplistic or outdated view of identity. There are calls from many quarters 
for the texts studied in schools to represent a more nuanced expression of the multilayered and changing 
nature of identity, to be authentic and be written from lived experience. 

LMERC has a wide range of contemporary diverse fiction from Australia and around the world available 



BUILDING A LIBRARY READING CULTURE 267

ORGANISATIONS/ PECK

to borrow. Arab Australian other: stories on race and identity and the ‘Growing up’ series – Growing up 
Aboriginal, Growing up African, Growing up Asian etc. are particularly good examples of collections of 
writings that offer a range of perspectives, that address prejudices but also offer stories of strength and a 
multiplicity of experiences and identities. 

However, diverse fiction does not need to have their primary theme about identity or culture – though this 
may be useful and appropriate at times. Young Adult fiction of different genres that showcases diverse 
characters experiencing the full range of human emotions and settings allows readers to make connections 
with characters, gain insights, consider or confront preconceptions and challenge viewpoints whilst also 
exploring mysteries, other worlds and relationships. 

The development of empathy through reading is measurable. Evidence emerging from research in 
neuroscience brings new insights into the positive impacts of reading including on social and emotional 
intelligence (Manuel, 2019). Researchers at The New School, New York City have found evidence that 
“literary fiction improves a reader’s capacity to understand what others are thinking and feeling” (Chiaet, 
2013). It can also be argued that the outcome of increased empathy is reduced racism. Tomi Adeyemi, author 
of The Children of blood and bone and Children of virtue and vengeance, passionately promotes diverse 
voices saying . . . “[y]ou contribute to a world of people trying to understand other people, you help build a 
generation that hasn’t yet learned to hate anybody who is different from them”.  

Knowing where to start when evaluating collections and purchasing culturally and linguistically diverse 
resources can be daunting. A number of checklists for assessing texts are available such as Assessing 
and selecting culturally diverse literature for the classroom by Laurie Harper and Helen Adam and the 
Narragunnawali, Evaluating resources guide. Suggested texts and book lists are available from LMERC, the 
National Centre for Australian Children’s Literature – Cultural Diversity Database, Narragunnawali Resource 
guide: English, Reading Australia, and Read up from the Stella prize.  
LMERC is a DET specialised lending library for educators across all sectors and levels – early childhood to 
adult. See the LMERC library homepage for more information: https://lmerc.softlinkhosting.com.au. 
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Reading like a girl 

Bec Kavanagh 

Synergy, 2016

You've probably seen it, the Always ad (https://youtu.be/XjJQBjWYDTs) that sparked the #likeagirl hashtag 
across social media, and inspired a wave of debate following its viewing at the Superbowl in 2015. For anyone 
that hasn't, let me just recap. 

Young women are stood in front of a camera and asked to do a series of activities 'like a girl'. Run like a girl. 
Fight like a girl. Hit like a girl. They respond predictably, performing the stereotype of 'girly' behaviour - 
slapping, hand-waving, typically weak and effeminate. 

Younger girls are then placed in front of the same camera and asked to do the same activities, again, 'like 
a girl'. When asked to run like a girl, they run. When asked to hit like a girl, they hit. When asked if doing 
something 'like a girl' is a good thing or a bad thing, they have the feeling that it might be bad, but none are 
sure why. 

The older girls watch this. They're given the chance to repeat their actions. They run. They fight. They hit. 
They ask why doing something 'like a girl' can't also mean winning the race. 

This clever marketing campaign tapped into something that has been underpinning our culture for years - 
unconscious gender bias. Put simply, this is the favouring of one gender over another, typically male over 
female. 

In the literary world this translates as a greater number of men winning major literary prizes, a greater number 
of books by men being reviewed in our major publications (and more frequently by male critics}, and the 
majority of texts studied at secondary level being written by male authors. The result of this is that girls aren't 
seeing the full range of their experiences in literature. They see a smaller range of opportunities available 
to them. Both girls and boys are presented with much narrower options of who they can be based on their 
gender. 

Dreams of the Stella Prize emerged in early 2011, out of a panel held on Interna tional Women's Day. The 
panel was partly a discussion about the under-representation of women on the literary pages of the major 
Australian newspapers - both as reviewers and as authors of the books reviewed - and partly about the 
under-representation of women as winners of literary prizes. The goal of the Stella Prize is to recognise and 
celebrate the high quality literature written 
by Australian women. The gender bias 
existing in the literary world doesn't come 
from a lack of high quality literary work 
by women. It comes from an unconscious 
message steeped in our culture: that work 
by men is more serious, more literary, 
and therefore more deserving of awards, 
recog nition, and in-depth study. 

The irony is that, at a school level, gender 
bias doesn't seem to be supporting either 
young men or young women. When we 
talk about boys, we often put forward 
messages such as 'boys are reluctant 
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readers' or 'boys don't like emotional books, they like books about trucks/robots/war etc'. We're expect-
ing boys to somehow grow into men who will write books that will lead us forward culturally, but who aren't 
challenged to read (or write) beyond this stereotype of themselves during their adolescence. We presume 
that they will not read books by female authors, or about girls, or with pink covers, or about love, because 
these are 'small' subjects. 

When we talk about and to girls, we tell them that although they like reading, they have to be more open to 
compromise and coming second. We tell them by fictional example that they will often have to settle for 
being the sidekick, the token character, or not appearing at all. We reassure them that they are reading about 
'universal issues', although these issues are regularly depicted primarily by male characters, and written 
primarily by male authors. 

Too often we present girls with few or no literary role models, or ones who are subservient, lower in status, 
and who fit into restrictive female stereotypes. 

In 2014 the Stella Prize Schools Program (SPSP) was launched in Victoria. Its aim is to draw attention to 
the issues stemming from gender bias in the literature studied at a high school level. The program offers 
classroom resources and teaching notes to facilitate classroom discussions about gender bias. A key feature 
of these resources is a series of general questions that can be applied to any text, asking what biases it 
demonstrates, how it's marketed, who it's marketed to and where its strengths and weaknesses lie. 

We have also created extensive lists of novels by Australian women, suitable for students in years 7 to 10 and 
categorised by theme. Victorian schools are invited to engage with the prize by downloading these resources, 
hosting a Stella schools ambas sador visit, running a PD incursion for staff, or involving the wider school 
community in a special Stella event. More information on these opportunities can be found on the Stella Prize 
website, or by emailing the schools coordinator, Bee Kavanagh, at schools@thestella prize .com .au. 

Change is happening. Burial Rites, short listed for the 2014 Stella Prize, was included on the 2015 VCE text 
list and the 2016 list comes close to achieving the equal gender representation that the VCAA has strived 
for. This gives schools the opportunity to revisit their own selection criteria, and to prioritise gender equality 
across their own text selection. Schools that have hosted Stella Prize Professional Development ses sions 
with their English staff (more infor mation is available at: www. thestellaprize. com. au/schools-pro g ra m/p 
rofe ss ion al deve lopme nt/) have taken steps to include more texts by Australian women on their school 
curriculum, and begun to discuss these issues with their students. In addition, the Stella Schools Program 
has worked closely with our author ambassadors who offer Stella specific talks and workshops in addition 
to their standard school sessions. A full list of the Victorian Stella Schools ambassadors can be found on the 
website. Many have given candid and considered responses to a number of questions put to them by the 
Stella Schools Interview series, including thoughts on the way gender bias shaped their early reading life. 

At the Stella schools session at the 2014 Melbourne Writers Festival, students started discussions about 
feeling 'betrayed' and 'manipulated' by books marketed to wards a particular gender. This session inspired 
a good deal of critical discussion about gendered marketing, the tricks of book marketing, and the ways in 
which we are manipulated by external forces - marketing, language, colour, etc. 

In 2016 we are heartened to see posi tive progress being made by curriculum bodies and individual schools. 
We have been inspired by the response in Victoria and NSW, and are looking forward to upcoming launches 
of the Stella Prize Schools Program in Western Australia, Queensland and the ACT. 

I think we can all agree on the impor tance of reading, and the importance of reading both well, and widely, 
covering a range of authors in order to see a true representation of the voices that make up our society. We 
should encourage reading not only as a means of building literacy skills, but to increase empathy, critical 
thinking, and to dare all young people, boys and girls alike, to imagine a future where they can be who they 
want to be irrespective of their gender. 
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If you would like more Information about the Stella Prize Schools Program visit the website at: www.
thestellaprize.com.au/schools-program/about-the schools-program/ or email: schools@thestellaprize.com.
au

Bec Kavanagh is a Melbourne-based freelance writer, reviewer and YA fiction specialist. Bec has appeared at 
the Melbourne Writers Festival, on Radio Nationa/'s Books and Arts Daily and judged the YA category of the 
Victorian Premier's Literary Awards. She has written for Killings, Book seller and Publisher, Australian Book 
Review, and Seizure as well as a number of education publications. Bee is currently the schools coordinator 
for the Stella Prize and the chair of the #LoveOzYA campaign committee. 

This article was first published in SCIS Connections, Issue 93, 2015 and has been updated by Bec Kavanagh 
for FYI.

ORGANISATIONS/ KAVANAGH
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Opportunities abound for Inky ambassador school 

Penelope Earl 

FYI, 2016

I am always after new ways to spread the  joy of reading and to challenge my Book Club students. Applying to 
be an Inky Ambassador School seemed a great vehicle to do just that. 

Reading is a passion that flows deep in the college's foundations, bringing to life its glory through our Book 
Club. Each Book Club member brings to the stage their own experiences and interests, providing a rich and 
diverse literary experience. 

When I began at Taylors Lakes Secondary College just over six years ago, I was impressed with the reading 
culture at the college and the way in which the books seemed to be constantly on the move. Books were 
going out, being returned, being requested and students would regularly knock on the workroom door to see 
the new books before they landed on the open shelves. 

The reading ethos at Taylors Lakes is fuelled by programs in both the library and English curriculum. The 
library staff, in conjunction with the English teachers, work hard to promote the Premiers' Reading Challenge 
and this year was no exception, with more than 250 students successfully completing the challenge. We 
regularly achieve one of the highest completion rates of secondary school students in the state. In addition, 
the English domain practises an independent wider reading program and endorses team teaching in literacy 
support classes. 

The creation of Book Club came about in response to student demand. Within TLSC there was an 
opportunity to expand the breadth of good readers by challenging them to read in genres they may have 
been reluctant to self-select. The best novel recommendations are peer suggestions. Sure they like it when I 
promote a title but when another Book Club member suggests a novel it is certain to fly out the door! 

Book Club meets every Friday 
in a library classroom and, on 
average, has twenty to twenty-five 
students in attendance ranging 
from Year 7 to Year 12. One of 
the many unexpected benefits of 
attending Book Club is the student 
friendships which are forged 
across year levels. 

A highlight for me of Book Club is 
taking my students on excursions 
to many of the wonderful literature 
related opportunities that the city 
of Melbourne has to offer. In 2015, 
Book Club members attended 
the Reading Matters Conference, 
the Australian Children's Books 
Illustrations exhibition at NGV 
Australia, the official CBCA 
announce ment of the Book of the 
Year ceremony and toured the 
magnificent State Library of Victoria. 

Some of the participants in Lili Wilkinson's Writers Workshop.
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This year our excursion took us to the Writers' Festival at Federation Square. 

Over the last six years Book Club has attended countless literary events for young adults that are held in 
Melbourne. My students have listened to and met such international rock stars of the Young Adult literary 
world as Cassandra Clare, Eoin Colfer, Laurie Halse Anderson and Rainbow Rowell. Of course we have met 
equally good Australian authors including Amie Kaulman, Sean Williams, Will Kostakis, David Burton, Claire 
Zorn, and the list goes on and on. 

One development in Book Club which has evolved are the student leadership op portunities. Examples of this 
include the appointment of Book Club captains and senior students who assist with Year 7 to 8 Book Club 
excursions. 

At the end of 2015, I applied to become an Inky Ambassador School after seeing an opportunity on the Inside 
a Dog website. Having had two Book Club students as Inky judges and having taken my Book Club to the 
award presentations, my students were very familiar with the awards and enthusi astically supported this 
idea. It was with much excitement that Taylors Lakes Sec ondary College, in conjunction with TLSC Book 
Club, was announced as the Victorian flagship ambassador school for the 2016 Inky Awards. 

The Ambassador Program was a 
good fit for Book Club as it gives 
teen participants a platform 
and support to run a series of 
literature events. The time was 
ripe to take our love of books to 
the greater school and general 
Taylors Lakes community! 

After an application process, 
eight Book Club students from a 
range of year levels were selected 
to be the teen ambassadors for 
the 2016 Inky Awards. The brief 
was for the committee, with my 
support and with assistance from 
the staff at the Centre for Youth 
Literature, to run activities and 
host events to tie in with the Inky 
Awards. Basi cally, the eight Inky 
ambassadors were to plan and 
run three separate events that 
showcased their love of books 
and promoted a love of reading for 

students from our school and the 
surrounding area. The ulti mate goal was to promote the Gold and Silver Inky longlisted and shortlisted novels 
and to encourage eventual voting on the shortlist. 

The first event was an afterschool pres entation by popular and Inky shortlisted author Lili Wilkinson. Lili is 
the author of nine books for young people, including the popular novel Green Valentine. The event was a 
great success and her story inspired a large audience made up of budding young writers, teachers from our 
college and neighbouring schools, parents and keen readers from the Taylors Lakes, Keilor and St Albans 
area. Lili discussed writing opportunities for teenagers and strategies for getting your work published. She 
also spoke in depth about her experience as a young writer and the importance of re drafting. The event 
showcased live music from college musicians and refreshments were catered for by the Year 10 hospitality 
cooking classes. 

Lili Wilkinson, guest speaker at after school event.
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The second Inky event, again 
held after school, took the 
form of a Cosplay Experi-
ence. Participants were invited 
to dress up as their favourite 
character and to par ticipate in 
the Cosplay competitions and 
quizzes. Once more the event 
featured music and refreshments 
from the students at Taylors 
Lakes Secondary College. It 
was inspiring to see our library 
filled with students dressed up 
and having a fun time with the 
games, activities and quizzes that 
had been prepared by the Inky 
Ambassa dors. The event finished 
with all participants voting on their 
favourite shortlisted novel. 

The final event was a Writers' 
Workshop with Lili Wilkinson as well 
as a celebration of the Gold and Silver Inky Award winners /llumanae by Amie Kaufman and Jay Kristoff and 
/'II Give You the Sun by Jandy Nelson. The event was open to the Inky Ambassa dors and Book Club members. 
Lili based her workshop around coming up with an initial idea for a story, and then using that idea to generate 
characters, plot and struc ture. By the end of the session, the excited participants had an outline of a story 
and many were keen to further develop their ideas and begin their writing. 

The process of being an Inky Ambassador School has been a very positive one for our college and in 
particular for our library. Having an author visit is a sure way to make their books fly out the door and Lili had 
the double advantage of knowing and spruiking the long listed Inky novels which were displayed during all 
Inky events. Pro moting the Inky novels brought quality novels to the attention of readers at our college who 
may have otherwise over looked them. 

The lnkys were also a great opportunity to utilise the talents of the greater school including music students, 
hospitality stu dents and photography/media students who captured the events on film and in photographs. 

The video of the first event can be viewed on the inside a dog website at https://i nsideadog .com.au/page/
inky awards-ambassadors. 

Finally, we are indebted to Adele Walsh, Bec Kavanagh and Rebecca Anthony at Centre for Youth Literature 
for giving our library this wonderful opportunity, and I would encourage other schools with an active student 
voice to apply for 2017. 

Penny Earl, Teacher-librarian, Taylors Lakes Secondary College. 

Inky Ambassadors with Lili Wilkinson (centre).
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The ISLM bookmark exchange project

Breege O'Brien

Synergy, 2013

The Bookmark Exchange Project is an activity organised by the ISLM Committee of IASL for International 
School Library Month (ISLM). It is a simple, fun way of sharing the pleasure and delights of books and libraries 
and of making new friends through school libraries around the world. The Project involves schools making 
homemade bookmarks and sending them to matched partners. Participating schools register online with 
the Project Coordinator who sets up suitable exchange partners for them and puts paired groups in touch. 
The Project has been running for about 10 years. I was immediately drawn to it when I first heard about it on 
joining the ISLM Committee in 2009. At that time the Project was being coordinated by Rick Mulholland of 
Canada, and I have been coordinating it since 2010. 
 
I am a full-time teacher-librarian in a small, second- level school on the west coast of Ireland. The work of 

the Coordinator is done on a voluntary basis. It can be challenging, and time intensive, but that aspect of 
the role, I feel, is totally outweighed by the great personal satisfaction I gain from seeing the enthusiasm, 
delight, creativity and commitment generated by the Project from thousands of students and their teachers 
and librarians worldwide. Each year, the feedback from participating schools is overwhelmingly positive, 
and because my teaching colleagues and I involve our own students, I know first-hand the learning, and the 
delight, resulting from the activity.

Students from Ireland with their bookmarks.
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Last year (2012), 17,829 students, ranging in ages from 3 to 18 years, from schools in 22 countries, 
participated in the Project. Students from Canada, Croatia, Australia, the UK, Hong Kong China, Mainland 
China, Jamaica, Ireland, India, Pakistan, Hungary, Trinidad & Tobago, New Zealand, Indonesia, Romania, 
Scotland, Costa Rica, Portugal, Poland, Georgia, Italy and Estonia all enjoyed bookmarks (the list of countries 
represented varies from year to year). Groups as large as 900 register right down to the other end of the 
scale where groups with less than 10 members sign up. No group is too small or too large, and all are welcome 
– single sex schools, mixed gender schools, students with special needs, library groups, mainstream schools, 
and institutions that deliver education to young people outside of mainstream education. There is no 
registration fee, the only costs being for the materials used to make the bookmarks and the postage to send 
them to the matched school(s). Membership of IASL is not a requirement for participation, which is, I believe, 
as it should be; otherwise opportunities for involvement would be severely limited. The administrative 
language of the Project is English, and many schools choose to use English as their working language for the 
Project, but of course students also use their own language, adding greatly to the cultural interaction.
 
International School Library Month is October, and the idea of the Project is that bookmarks be sent to 
partnered schools during that month each year. Having said that, I am aware that some schools make their 
own mutually suitable arrangements on this once they are paired, so that bookmarks may arrive at another 
time during the school year. I try to get the registration process up and running by June. Once schools send 
in their details online (basically a contact name and email address, school name and address, and details of 
participating groups), I can start looking for suitable partners. Groups are matched according to age profile 
and group numbers, and it is most important and helpful that these particular details accompany the initial 
registration. Very often, instead of sending in age details, schools only send in Grade/Class details, not 

Students from Portugal working on their bookmarks.
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realising that I would be unfamiliar with the average age of students in the Grades, because in Ireland, where I 
am based, the Grade/Class structures do not equate with education systems in other parts of the world. I aim, 
in so far as possible; to find matches for groups in the order in which they register, but very often it could take 
some time before suitable partners register. It is not always possible to match all the groups in a school with 
one other school, so schools with higher numbers can expect to be given a combination of partners. 

Now and then, a school rejects a match offered and asks me to find a different match (usually on the basis 
that they have had a previous negative experience with a school in the country being proposed), but more 
often than not, schools happily accept the proposed match. Admittedly, and unfortunately, sometimes there 
are unhappy experiences, the main cause being that a registered school does not follow through and send 
the bookmarks as arranged. I know from personal experience with classes that this is most disappointing 
for students so full of the anticipation and expectation of having their efforts reciprocated by receiving 
bookmarks in return for those they have so carefully and thoughtfully crafted. As Coordinator, I am unable to 
guarantee a successful or positive experience; we can only trust to the professionalism and commitment of 
those registering. 

The core activity of the Bookmark Exchange Project is the making and exchanging of bookmarks, and this 
is where the young people come into their own. Young people enjoy telling others about themselves, where 

they live, and the things that are important to them. In this age of texting, social networking, Skype and 
whatnot, it is wonderful to see how they can use a simple bookmark to share something of their world view 
with others. And, repeatedly, the joy of books and libraries is celebrated in their work. The Project invites the 

Some of the finished bookmarks from Portugal.
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creation of bookmarks that reflect the ISLM theme, decided each year by the ISLM Committee. The theme 
is frequently interpreted in the very broadest sense, and each year bookmark makers produce the most 
fabulous creations – colourful, imaginative, decorated in intricate designs; full of details or just making simple 
statements; shaped as flowers, or any number of different animals or other items; pop-up bookmarks, corner 
bookmarks, every shape and size under the sun; sometimes laminated, sometimes not; usually made out of 
card, but I have also seen fabrics, dried flowers, crochet, and handcrafts used.

For some teachers and librarians, the Project is a one-off exchange of bookmarks completed during the 
month of October. For many, however, it develops into an extended project often rolling out over the course 
of the whole school year. If you are a member of IASL you might have read recent emails on the IASL Link 
from Madhu Bhargava about the school exchanges between G.D. Goenka World School, India and Oban 
High School in Scotland. These evolved out of a pairing for the Bookmark Exchange Project. I almost always 
have my own students send items such as snail mail letters, a class scrapbook, postcards, and posters or 
brochures about our area, as well as the bookmarks, and over the years, in addition to the bookmarks, we 
have received items such as books from New Zealand, music CDs from Croatia, and letters from groups in 
many parts of the world. One school we were recently matched with in Croatia got the wider community 
involved and an adult community group sent a collection of additional bookmarks and other items. 
 
This past year one of my groups had a great exchange that ran throughout the year with a school in Trinidad 
under the guidance of Librarian, Renée Heywood. I had a class of 20 students, mostly boys, quite disengaged 

from their schoolwork, and usually disinterested in most of the things going on in the classroom. They were 
quite dubious at the outset about the Bookmark Project. But they did the bookmarks and wrote their first 
letters, and became really interested when they began to have contact  from Renée’s students.  They did 
some research about Trinidad, were pleasantly surprised to receive an email to the class about Festivals 
in Trinidad, and some digital photos, and then a set of letters from their counterparts. They wrote another 
set of letters and would have eagerly engaged in further exchanges except that they were preparing for 
a state exam at the end of the year and could give no further time to their newfound Trinidadian friends. 
Unfortunately, I could not take up a suggestion from Renée that we Skype because our school is not set up 

Bookmarks and other items from Croatia.
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for Skype, but all in all this was a wonderful learning experience for my students, expanding horizons and 
opening up new possibilities. 

Over the years, the Bookmark Exchange Project has proven the most popular of a mix of activities for ISLM 
organised by the ISLM Committee – currently a small group of just three, Marie O’Brien (Chairperson) from 
Australia, Gerri Judkins (New Zealand) and I. In recent years numbers in our Committee have dwindled. We 
would gladly welcome newcomers and invite anyone interested to contact us. We ‘meet’ online, bounce 
ideas off one another via email, and share out the work. Marie’s leadership and guidance are invaluable, and 
she also looks after the design and production of the ISLM Poster and Bookmark. In recent years, Gerri has 
coordinated a Skype Project for ISLM, and she also coordinates the gathering of translations of the annual 
theme. These are made available online for any schools who wish to have them. The dedicated ISLM page 
on the IASL web site gives an idea of the activities schools run worldwide for ISLM, and full details on the 
Bookmark Exchange Project.
 
I would like to see even more students and schools, representing many other countries, getting involved 
in the Bookmark Exchange Project. The theme for 2013 is School Libraries: Doorways to Life, and 
registrations are being accepted through September (and even into October, but the later schools register 
the more difficult it is to find suitable matches). If you would like to become involved you can contact me at 
islmbookmarkexchange@gmail.com – we would be delighted to hear from you! 
 
Breege O’Brien is the ISLM Bookmark Exchange Project Coordinator. She is also a teacher of English and 
French, and a teacher-librarian  in Coláiste Pobail Acla, a community college in Achill on the west coast of 
Co. Mayo, Ireland. She is a member of the in-school senior management team and in addition to having 
responsibility for the school's  library is also the school's planning coordinator. She is a longstanding member 
of the national committee of SLARI (the School Library Association in the Republic of Ireland) and also a local 
facilitator for INOTE (Irish National Organisation of Teachers of English) in which role she coordinates and 
delivers continuing professional development to teachers.
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What is IBBY Australia?

Robin Morrow

Synergy, 2013

IBBY Australia, a unique organisation

IBBY Australia is the only Australian children’s literature organisation that is part of an international 
organisation. It has a unique role, working to promote Australian authors and illustrators and their books at 
an international level; and also raising awareness of books from other countries and cultures – and Australian 
books that feature other cultures too.

The international organisation

IBBY, the International Board on Books for Young People, was born in the time of rebuilding and hopes for a 
better world after the destruction of World War II. Jella Lepman, a woman of vision and energy, returned to 
postwar Germany and realised that the surviving children had many needs: as well as the obvious physical 
needs of food, medicine, clothes and shelter, they were also hungry for books. Jella Lepman appealed 
to other countries to send books, and the books she collected in this way formed the beginnings of the 
International Youth Library in Munich. Lepman believed that books could build bridges of understanding and 
peace between people, and she with other enthusiasts started IBBY in 1953 as an international organisation 
that would bring children together by means of books.
 
Gradually this organisation that was Europe-centred has spread until IBBY now thrives in seventy countries 
right across the globe. The IBBY website has news from places as diverse as Malaysia, Ghana, Nicaragua, 
Cambodia, Palestine and Haiti . . .
 
IBBY goals include: promoting international understanding through children’s books; giving children 
everywhere the opportunity to have access to books with high literary and artistic standards, and; 
encouraging the publication and distribution of quality children’s books, including those in their own 
languages. 
 
It is not surprising that those who work with children’s and youth literature should be concerned with human 
rights, including the right of every child to be a reader, so IBBY supports many practical projects to work 
towards that goal. The vision and drive of Jella Lepman continue to be relevant and necessary in the world 
today. My own personal commitment to IBBY is based on a lifetime of experience, witnessing the vital role 
that access to the right books can play in young lives, and knowing that IBBY is a powerful force for good as it 
works towards such access for all children, everywhere.

IBBY Australia: some history

IBBY Australia was founded in the 1960s, under the leadership of Mrs Ena Noël. The Children’s Book Council 
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of Australia (CBCA) had already begun to encourage quality in children’s books, through the Book of the Year 
Award and other initiatives. Whereas in other countries such tasks were undertaken by the IBBY section, in 
Australia IBBY concentrated from the start on the international scene. Activities have included:

• Celebrating International Children’s Book Day;

• Nominating Australian writers and illustrators for international awards and booklists;

• Spreading information about our literature at congresses and in journal articles and presentations;

• Promoting books from other countries throughout Australia;

• Encouraging knowledge and discussion of international books through conferences, forums and 
booklists.

Presidents of IBBY Australia

Ena Noël OAM (1966 – 1990)

Juliana Bayfield (1990 – 2001)

Dr John Foster (2001 – 2006)

Dr Margaret Zeegers (2006 – 2008)

Dr Robin Morrow (2009 – current)

Recent changes

From the 1990s IBBY Australia was included as a subsidiary group of ALIA (Australian Library and 
Information Association). A disadvantage of this status was that it did not encourage a diverse membership: 
while librarians and teacher-librarians are vital members and contributors to IBBY, so also are others 
committed to children’s literature, such as illustrators, authors, teachers, editors, parents, storytellers and 
booksellers. Since 2011, IBBY Australia has become an incorporated association, with a constitution and 
a committee of management. At the present time, the committee consists of members from WA, NSW, 
Victoria and Queensland.

The new status as an independent body means IBBY must work to maintain financial independence, which is 
a challenge.

Present activities of IBBY Australia

Regular electronic newsletters are sent to members, and these can be read at our archive. There you can 
read of activities such as the following:

International Children’s Book Day

This is a day to focus on IBBY and the goal of international understanding through children’s books. It is 
commemorated throughout the world on or about 2nd April, the birthday of Hans Christian Andersen. In 
recent years seminars with prominent speakers have been held in NSW and celebratory dinners in Western 
Australia. Speakers have included: illustrator Jeannie Baker and author Nadia Wheatley; illustrator Bob 
Graham and author Christobel Mattingley (HCA candidates for 2012); author Anna Fienberg and illustrator 
Kim Gamble; Professor Robyn Ewing, Sydney University.

The Hans Christian Andersen Award

This is the highest international recognition given to an author and an illustrator of children’s books. Often 
called ‘the little Nobel Prize,’ this award is made to a living author and illustrator whose complete works 
have made a lasting contribution to children’s literature. The candidates’ books are displayed at the Bologna 
Children’s Book Fair and at the IBBY biennial international Congress. It can be seen from the list below that 
for a long period nominations were not made by Australia. Nominations require a high degree of commitment, 
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in funding the nomination fees and working to prepare the dossiers 
for each nominee. IBBY Australia is determined to continue 
nominating for this important award.
 
Australian nominations for HCA:

• 1976, 1978: Ivan Southall 

• 1986: Patricia Wrightson and Robert Ingpen (both were award 
winners that year)

• 2008: Jackie French and Shaun Tan

• 2012: Christobel Mattingley and Bob Graham

• 2014: Nadia Wheatley and Ron Brooks

IBBY Congresses

Attending an international congress is a certain way of catching 
the IBBY enthusiasm. There is something inspirational about 
exchanging ideas with people from every corner of the world, both 
in the formal sessions and of course at coffee breaks and in small 
group get-togethers. Australian delegates have attended many 
of these biennial congresses; a large contingent went to Tokyo in 
1986 to see Robert Ingpen and Patricia Wrightson receive their 
Hans Christian Andersen Awards and to listen to their acceptance 
speeches. At the most recent, the 33rd International IBBY Congress 
in London in August 2012, five members of IBBY Australia delivered 
papers which highlighted the work of Australian authors and 
illustrators, while Shaun Tan was a keynote speaker.

IBBY New Zealand is to host the 35th IBBY International Congress in Auckland in August 2016, with the 
theme Literature in a Multi-linguistic Society.
 

IBBY Australia Hans Christian Andersen 
Medal Award Nominees for 2012 

Christobel Mattingley and Bob Graham.

The 2012 London Congress: (left to right) Susanne Gervay, Robin Morrow, Shaun Tan and Frane Lessac.
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Regional 
conferences 
are becoming a 
feature of IBBY’s 
calendar, and an 
inaugural regional 
conference for 
Asia-Oceania was 
held in May 2012 
in Indonesia. This 
is the region to 
which Australia 
belongs, and it 
was represented 
by WA writer 
Dianne Wolfer. Our 
involvement in the 
region is growing. 
This year I and 
Jenni Woodroffe, 
Vice President and 
Secretary of IBBY 
Australia, have 
been involved in 
editing the regional 
newsletter, which 
reflects the diversity 
of IBBY in countries 
of such varied opportunities and challenges.

IBBY Honour Books

The Honour Books list is issued biennially in recognition of individual books of the highest standard, one for 
writing and one for illustration. We continue to ensure that Australians are represented on the Honour Book 
Lists. In 2010 the Australian Honour Books were The Ghost’s Child by Sonya Hartnett (Penguin) and The 
Arrival by Shaun Tan (Lothian Books); in 2012 they were A Small Free Kiss in the Dark by Glenda Millard (Allen 
& Unwin) and Hero of Little Street by Gregory Rogers (Allen & Unwin).

The Ena Noël Award

This award, named in honour of the founding president of IBBY Australia, is an encouragement award and is 
presented to a young developing Australian writer or illustrator, who must be under the age of 35 at the time 
of publication of the nominated book. Most recent winners are: in 2010, Lili Wilkinson for Scatterheart (black 
dog books) and in 2012, Amy Barker for Omega Park (UQP).

Outstanding Books for Young People with Disabilities

This prestigious IBBY international list is chosen by experts.
In 2011, these Australian titles were selected:

• I’ve Got a Feeling by Stephanie Owen Reeder (National Library of Australia)

• White Crane by Sandy Fussell, illus Rhian Nest James (Walker Books Australia)

• My Silent World by Nette Hilton and Vincent Agostino (Lothian, Hachette Australia)

• The Glasshouse by Paul Collins, illus Jo Thompson (Ford Street Publishing)

Lili Wilkinson being presented with the Ena Noël Award medal by Dr Robin Morrow. 
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In 2013, these Australian titles were selected:

• The Invisible Hero by Elizabeth Fensham (UQP)

• Two Mates by Melanie Prewett, illustrated by Maggie Prewett (Magabala Books)

• Whisper by Chrissie Keighery (Hardie Grant Egmont)

Silent books: from the world to Lampedusa and back

This international project, to promote the value of illustrated textless books as crossing the boundaries of 
culture, geography and language, was launched by IBBY Italy. Australian books, Shaun Tan’s The Arrival 
(named an Honour Book for this list), and Jeannie Baker’s Mirror have been selected for this travelling 
exhibition, and inclusion in the public library in Lampedusa.

Children in Crisis Appeal

Throughout the world IBBY work to help with book provision and bibliotherapy programs for children who 
are in need because of poverty, war and natural disasters. As a result of specific fund-raising events in Perth 
and Sydney, IBBY Australia sent over $4000 to IBBY Japan to assist in the vital work of book delivery to child 
survivors of the recent earthquake and tsunami. We would like to extend this area of our work.

IBBY international journal Bookbird

Bookbird: a journal of International Children’s Literature is a refereed journal published quarterly by IBBY. 
Australia contributes actively to this journal, as can be seen from the contents of two recent editions. 
 
Bookbird 4/2012 includes: 

• 'International Children’s Book Day in Australia' by Robin Morrow

Bookbird 1/2013 was guest-edited by Alice Curry (a member of IBBY Australia) and Lydia Kokkola; and 
contents include:

• 'Our Common Earth: The Local and Global Flow of Narrative in A River of Stories' by Alice Curry

• '“She flings her elfin dreams of mystery”: The Child-Poet Gwen Cope in the Land of “Australian 
Faery” 1931–1939' by Nicole Anae

• 'Paranoid Prizing: Mapping Australia’s Eve Pownall Award for Information Books, 2001-2010' by 
Erica Hateley

• 'Flying to pick blueberries: Two Preschoolers’ Literary Encounters with Other Cultures' by Virginia 
Lowe

Bookbird 2/2013 includes:

• 'Similarity or Difference: The Problem of Race in Australian Picture Books' by Victoria Flanagan

• '“The books we’ve had forever”: The Parent-Observer Diary' by Virginia Lowe
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ORGANISATIONS/ MORROW

Membership

IBBY encourages a wide membership 
of people committed to children’s 
literature. The membership fees are 
the main source of income for IBBY 
Australia. Individual membership costs 
$25 p.a., and institutional membership 
$100 p.a. We are especially keen to 
build membership in Victoria, a state 
under-represented at present in IBBY 
affairs. 

Limited Edition Prints

Shaun Tan donated his artwork, 
Furnace Reader, for a special edition, 
limited to 200 prints, each numbered 
and signed by the illustrator. The 
cost is $150 (see order form) for this 
exclusive and beautiful artwork on 
a reading theme. This is the second 
in the IBBY Limited Edition series, of 
which the first is a Bob Graham print (a 
very small quantity remains of the BG 
print). Contact Merchandise Convenor 
Tina Price on ibbysales@gmail.com to 
purchase.

IBBY Australia’s future

It seems to me that IBBY Australia will 
continue to play a vital role in the world 
of culture, literature, education and 
international understanding. In an era 
of increasing globalisation, there will be 
an even greater need to showcase our best books to the wider world. And Jella Lepman’s dream, that books 
could build bridges of understanding from one country to another, will continue to inspire many to work 
towards enriching the lives of the world’s children.

Dr Robin Morrow is the National President of IBBY Australia. She has worked as a children’s bookseller, 
as a publisher, and as a reviewer and teacher of youth literature. Her doctoral thesis was an examination 
of nostalgia in Australian picture books. She currently teaches (online) for Simmons College, Boston, a 
postgraduate course in Australian children’s and YA books.
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