Why Reading Volume Matters and How to Achieve It
By Peter Dewitz

Many literacy advocates lament the low or declining reading scores nationwide. At the same time,
they often highlight one or two states that have defied this trend, reporting increasing reading
scores. The “miracle” occurred in Mississippi two years ago, and Louisiana is enjoying recognition
this year. They inform us that the key to achieving success is adhering to the science of reading
and implementing a rigorous phonics curriculum statewide.

Unfortunately, the data does not fully support the phonics explanation. The most frequently cited
fourth-grade reading scores come from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
which recently reported that only 31% of fourth graders are proficient in reading, while 60% read
at a basic level.! Basic readers are accurate and fluent but struggle with complex comprehension.
Proficient readers can read with even greater comprehension and insight. Students below basic
struggle with decoding.

Phonics teaches children to decode or identify words but does not directly improve vocabulary or
comprehension. Decoding significantly influences reading ability up to second grade; however,
beyond that point, vocabulary, comprehension and motivation become much stronger predictors
of reading ability.> To understand why many children are basic and not proficient readers we need
to look beyond phonics at factors inside and outside the classroom.

Most of us become strong readers through extensive and deep reading. There is substantial
evidence that the reading volume is a key factor in enhancing knowledge of word orthography,
which facilitates word recognition and spelling.? Additionally, reading volume fosters fluency and
supplies the essential data needed for vocabulary building.* The more students read, the more they
encounter facts, concepts, and ideas- the essential building blocks of comprehension.

The research now clearly shows that reading volume significantly influences the development of
reading skills after second grade. However, factors outside the classroom are limiting how much
children read.’ The reduction in time spent reading for pleasure among nine to twelve-year-olds is
notable. While 57% of eight-year-olds report that they read for pleasure most of the time, only 35%
of nine-year-olds do so.% Book sales to nine to twelve-year-olds decreased by 16% in 2022, and in
just the first quarter of 2023, sales dropped another 10%. Barnes & Noble is reducing shelf space
for children’s novels in favor of more profitable books.

Most people believe that the decline in reading for pleasure is primarily due to the screens used
for watching movies, playing games, sending text messages, and browsing the Internet.” Screens
have replaced opportunities for children to read novels, but the situation is more complex. Digital
reading negatively affects reading comprehension, particularly for elementary and middle school
students. Some speculate that the pandemic limited students’ interactions with their peers, where
they once learned how engrossing the books of Dav Pilkey and Jeff Kinney could be, not to
mention the more sophisticated works of other authors. This lack of peer interaction zapped their
motivation.

In school, many students, though not all, are taught using a reading curriculum that emphasizes



minimal reading but extensive questioning and analysis.® In 2010, researchers reported that all
major reading programs lacked sufficient text for third graders to achieve fluency. Current data
suggests that students read only 1,500 to 2,000 words weekly in many major programs. Another
study found that a third of sixth-grade students and half of ninth-grade students read fewer than
one page of text each day.

Limiting screen time at home is an important first step in improving the likelihood that students
will read at home, but schools and teachers can go a long way to build reading volume by changing
how children are taught to read. The volume of reading is essential to developing vocabulary and
comprehension. First, choose or develop a reading curriculum built around books, not short
passages and excerpts. Children must add 3,000 words a year to their reading vocabulary to create
a reading vocabulary of 40,000 words by the 12 grade.® A 5"-grade novel contains about 40,000
words, of which 400 to 500 might be new or unfamiliar. Just by reading, the student infers the
meaning of many of these words. Thus, students need to read at least eight to 10 full-length English,
social studies, and science books a year to keep pace with building that 40,000-word vocabulary.

In arecent article, Swedish researchers closely studied classrooms where students read many pages
daily alongside classrooms where students did not.!” They examined classrooms from grades 4
through 9- where students were taught Swedish, English, social studies, and science. They
acknowledged a complex relationship between teachers’ instructional practices and the amount of
student reading. No single instructional pattern consistently identifies classrooms where students
read extensively, but there are adaptable patterns of teacher behavior. The key is to foster
autonomy, competence, and caring.

1. The classrooms are well structured, and students know what is expected of them on a daily
basis.

2. The teachers set aside time for silent reading. This is not just free or choice reading, but
reading the assigned texts. The assignments are within the students' competence.

3. The teachers provide enough instruction in comprehension and metacognitive strategies,
text structure, and background knowledge that students feel competent in tackling the
assigned reading. However, instructional time is limited so that it does not encroach on
silent reading time. The business of reading instruction is reading.

4. Teachers balance competence and autonomy. As students’ reading competence builds, they
are allowed more autonomy in selecting texts for assignments and choice reading.

5. Teachers regularly signal the value of reading in various ways. Reading serves as a tool for
answering important questions, exploring personal issues, and, at times, as a means of

escape.

6. The teachers “signal to the students that they genuinely care for their personal development
as readers” (p. 15), which boosts trust in the teacher as someone they can relate to as readers.

Mats Tegmark and his colleagues don’t give us a recipe, a prescription, or a lesson plan but a guide



for complex human relationships that build readers in the classroom. This is the emerging science
of reading.
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