THE STATE OF TEENAGE READING
Our findings of current behavioral trends and their significance for teen development
This case study has been adapted from the source document ‘Promoting Reading for Pleasure
Among Teens’ which was written for Teen Readers Society’s general marketing purposes by
Executive Master of Business and Administration (EMBA) students at San Francisco State
University in April of 2019.

Authors:
Nicole Chacon
Janna Mancini
Michael Norris
Craig Nowakowski
Larry Romero

Abbreviated for web by Teen Readers Society on May 9th, 2020
© Teen Readers Society
All Rights Reserved.

Abstract
Reading for pleasure delivers numerous benefits to both individuals and society and should be nurtured,
encouraged and promoted as a life-long habit. However, as young people enter their teenage years, reading for
pleasure begins to decline and this downward trend continues into adulthood. Intercepting this decline is
critical to ensure that individuals gain the educational and enriching benefits that literature can provide. Teens
that read outside the material they are assigned in class generally do better in school than their peers who
don’t. Teen readers demonstrate a more expansive vocabulary, writing skills, and are better equipped to handle
complex ideas, which they will be exposed to later in life. Reading encourages teens to better understand
people and the world around them. It can show them that they are not alone in life’s challenges. Simply stated:
the more teens read, the more information, success, and pleasure they will have in life.

Introduction
Our strategy will outline the potential barriers and approaches for promoting a habit of reading to teenagers.
We will begin by reviewing research into the importance of promoting literature to young people and outlining
reoccurring themes and attitudes towards reading that came out of interviewing a diverse sample group of
teenagers. We will then provide a strategy promoting a program built around encouraging teens to read for
pleasure including content and approaches geared towards reaching this population. Our recommendations will
include various delivery methods and potential partnerships that can be used to communicate effectively to
teens. In conclusion, we will provide a number of campaign options to be considered for implementation.

Research
A comprehensive study on the nation’s reading trends and their consequences by the National Endowment for
the Arts serves as a pillar of our strategy. Considered the most complete report, it relies on the most accurate
data from large, national studies conducted on a regular basis by U.S. federal agencies, supplemented by
academic, foundation, and business surveys (Iyengar). The story the data tell is simple, consistent, and
alarming. While measurable progress in reading ability is reported at the elementary school level, all progress
appears to halt as children enter their teenage years. The declines have demonstrable social, economic, cultural,
and civic implications.
As younger Americans read less, they read less well. Because of this, they have lower levels of academic
achievement. With lower levels of reading and writing ability, people do less well in the job market. Poor
reading skills correlate heavily with lack of employment, lower wages, and fewer opportunities for
advancement. Deficient readers are less likely to become active in civic and cultural life, most notably in
volunteerism and voting. It’s important to point out, the data does not necessarily show cause and effect; the
statistics merely indicate correlations. For instance, the habit of daily reading overwhelmingly correlates with
better reading skills and higher academic achievement while poor reading skills correlate with lower levels of
financial and job success. Whether or not people read, and indeed how much and how often they read, affects
their lives in crucial ways.
The key findings of this study are: the percentage of avid readers (“almost every day”) slumped for 13- and 17year-olds, from 35% to 30% and from 31% to 22%, respectively. Conversely, both age groups experienced a
jump in the percentage of non-readers, from 8% to 13% of 13-year-olds and from 9% to 19% of 17-year-olds.
The latter growth rate represents a doubling of the percentage of 17-year-olds who never or hardly ever read
for fun. The changes in leisure reading rates are disconcerting. In the two adolescent age groups, the rates have
declined to such an extent that by 2004 less than one-third of 13-year-olds read for fun “almost every day.”

It is sometimes argued that as children enter and progress through high school, they toil under more rigorous
coursework, which, along with extracurricular activities, tend to sap time from leisure reading. Table 1C shows
the number of pages read daily by 9-, 12-, and 17-year-olds—in school or for homework—for the years 1984,
1999, and 2004. The percentages suggest that compulsory reading has increased for both 9- and 13-year-olds.

Comparing Table 1C with 1B, the conclusion is made that a growth in school-related reading for 9-year-olds
does not appear to hinder their voluntary reading rate, but that for 13-year-olds, the relationship between
compulsory and voluntary reading is altogether different. Thirteen-year-olds read more for school than in
previous years, and they also read less for pleasure. Yet this conflict is not apparent in older teens. In 17-yearolds–the group whose voluntary reading rates fared the worst—the percentage of students at all five levels of
compulsory reading has remained largely constant for the three test periods. Indeed, by 2004, the percentage of
17-year-olds in the “more than 20 pages-a-day” category has failed to surpass that of 9-year-olds.
The percentage reading 6 or more hours a week for pleasure has dropped by two points, representing a 17%
rate of decline. Table 1E shows the percentage of high school seniors engaged in leisure reading in 1994 and
2006 for the time amounts measured by the survey. For each year of the survey, students who read 0-2 hours a
week made up a majority.

Chart 1F tracks year-over-year changes in the percentage of students who read 6 or more hours a week for
leisure. For the sake of comparison, a line is also given for the percentage of high school seniors who did
homework for 6 or more hours a week. The chart suggests that compulsory reading trends lack a clear and
obvious relationship with voluntary reading patterns.
Generation Z Perspective
According to 2017 survey data from the Census Bureau, more than 68 million Americans belong to Generation
Z -- a share larger than the millennials and second only to that of the baby boomers. Taking the pulse of any
generation is complicated, especially one of this size. Generation Z came of age at the point when there was a
lot of social change, and they are far more comfortable with fluid views of identity than older generations have
been.

Methods
Thirty participants were randomly sampled based on the requirement that each participant be between the ages
of twelve and eighteen years old. Participants were identified by the researchers at shopping malls and outside
movie theaters. Participants were given an incentive to participate in the study; a five-dollar Starbucks gift
card.

Procedure
The researcher interviewed the participants individually at public gathering places in one session that lasted
approximately ten minutes. The questions began with casual questions to build trust before graduating to more
germane questions. The researcher asked each participant thirty-six questions related to their reading habits.
Given that not all questions were relevant to each participant, the number of questions used varied. Each
interview was collected by hand and later transcribed into text.

Results
The interviews brought to light a deep level of diversity that existed amongst teenagers. Through verbal and
non-verbal behaviors, they communicated varied personal differences in attitudes, values, beliefs and
personality. Still, with such rich diversity the interviews led to the discovery of similar themes. Key findings
include: dissatisfaction with the reading material assigned by their respective teachers, an interest in fantasy
books, a lack of desire to read for pleasure, a high use of social media, a preference for high energy activities
during free time, a need for self-expression, the enjoyment of bonding with friends, insight on what is “cool”
and perspective on how teens discover new things or topics of interest. Interviewing teenagers provided insight
into their overall preferences in reading for pleasure.
Teen Reasons for Not Reading (aggregated by most reported)
1. Dissatisfaction with School Assigned Reading
2. Interest in Fantasy Books
3. Lack of Interest to Read for Pleasure
4. High Use of Social Media Platforms, Netflix and Gaming
5. The Role of Physical Activities
6. Need for Self-Expression
7. Friends
Teen Perspective on the Importance of Reading
Whether they enjoyed reading for pleasure or did not have an interest for reading in general 90% of
respondents believed there were benefits from reading and 80% had a good impression of those who read for

pleasure. For instance, some associated reading for pleasure with relaxation given the book is enjoyable. They
also related reading to learning, including expanding one’s vocabulary or becoming more knowledgeable.
Impressions associated with those who read for pleasure were positive. One respondent said, “I think highly of
people who do it and respect people who do it!”

Conclusion
Reading for pleasure is declining among teenagers, presenting major societal problems. From a loss of
physical and mental health associated with reading to the preparedness of Generation Z in academia and the
work world, we have a big issue to address. As a result, any strategy requires a comprehensive experience
intervention to combat the forces and barriers in the hope that teens will consider reading for pleasure as an
enjoyable, leisure activity. It should also support the role of technology and digital media in an effort to
promote reading. It is our belief that the ultimate success of this campaign would be for teens to establish their
own personal connection to reading for pleasure so much so that the idea of getting lost in between pages of a
good book influences how they spend their free time. As technologies, cultural trends, cocktail size literature
and academic curriculum evolve, we should see these changes as opportunities to challenge how we market
reading for pleasure and to find ways to connect with the audience in the physical, emotional and virtual
context in which they live in.
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