
Creative Learners
South African research on reading for enjoyment to develop literacy is scarce. This is because it is not a method that 
is generally implemented to address the significant literacy problem we have in South Africa (many learners have not 
yet acquired basic literacy skills by the time they reach Grade 5 1), yet overwhelming international evidence shows that 
it is extremely effective. Dr Stephen Krashen is a leading authority on free voluntary reading (or reading for enjoyment) 
as a method to acquire language and literacy, and has arguably consolidated the most comprehensive reviews of 
evidence in this regard. Here he addresses the power of free voluntary reading  to develop literacy, specifically referring 
to contexts of poverty.

FREE VOLUNTARY READING: The Most Powerful Tool We Have in Language Education

Free voluntary reading, or “reading because you want to”, is 
the most powerful tool we have in all language education, 
for both first and second language development.  
Study after study done over the last three 
decades confirms that self-selected reading for 
pleasure, without book reports or other forms of 
accountability, results in profound growth in nearly 
all aspects of literacy as well as in knowledge in a 
variety of areas.  In fact, the research data is so strong 
that it may be accurate to say that free voluntary reading 
is the only sure way students will develop enough 
literacy and knowledge to fully succeed in school.

Of course, free voluntary reading can only take place 
when students have access to books. Those living in 
poverty have little access to books at home, school, or 
in their neighborhoods. As we will see below, there is 
evidence that when children of poverty have access 
to  b o o k s ,  t h e i r  re a d i n g 
achievement and school 
performance improves. 

The Comprehension Hypothesis

The basis for the success of free voluntary 
reading is the “comprehension hypothesis” –  
the idea that we acquire language and develop 
literacy when we understand messages. In the 
case of literacy, we develop aspects of literacy 
such as reading ability, vocabulary, grammar, 
writing style and a great deal of spelling 
competence when we understand what we 
read. There is massive evidence supporting the 
Comprehension Hypothesis in a wide variety of 
situations, some of which are described below.

Free Voluntary Reading and 
Literacy Development

I present here a few samples 
of the enormous evidence 

supporting free voluntary 
reading.  More details can 
be found in two books, 
Krashen (2004, 2011a), 
which are already outdated 

because of the constantly 
growing research in 

this area. 
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Experimental studies of sustained silent reading (SSR), 
correlational studies, and case histories have all confirmed 
that more free reading results in better reading ability, 
better writing, larger vocabularies, better spelling and 
better control of complex grammatical constructions. I 
describe sustained silent reading and correlational studies 
below and present some case histories in a later section.

Sustained Silent Reading (SSR)

Early studies on sustained silent reading (self-selected 
reading in school) were done in the US with children who 
spoke English as a first language. In these studies, the 
students in the both experimental and comparison classes 
had traditional instruction, but those in the experimental 
classes were given some class time to do self-selected 
reading with little or no accountability. Experimental 
students typically did better than comparisons on tests 
of reading and vocabulary in longer-term studies, and in 
short-term studies there was either no difference or the 
readers did better, with few exceptions. Subsequent studies 
confirmed that free reading works for English as a foreign 
language with children as well as older students (Krashen, 
2004, 2011a; Nakanishi, 2014; Cho and Krashen, 2015).

SSR programs not only result in higher reading achievement, 
but, even more important, may also result in more reading 
outside of school: SSR students report more outside reading 
than traditional students after SSR programs end (Pfau, 
1967; Pilgreen and Krashen, 1993; Tse, 1996; Shin, 1998). 

The most spectacular and important study of this kind was 
conducted by Greaney and Clarke (1975), who reported 
on the impact of participating in a sustained silent reading 
program six years after the program ended. High-school 
students who did SSR in elementary school reported 
reading more books, and more non-fiction than those who 
were not in the SSR program, a result that should alleviate 
the fears of those who doubt the positive impact of fiction 
(for more, see below).

The implication of these studies is that SSR is an investment 
for lifetime reading and lifetime growth in literacy. 

Correlational Studies

A vast number of studies have shown that those who read 
more do better on reading tests (Krashen, 1988). Most 
interesting among these are multivariate studies, in which 
important potential confounds are controlled statistically, as 
in Sullivan and Brown (2014), the latest report from a series 
of studies of a single group of people going back several 
decades.

Sullivan and Brown administered a vocabulary test to 
42-year-old adults in the United Kingdom and correlated the 
results with personal data gathered from a questionnaire. 
The major results are these:

•	 The amount of reading done at age 42 is a clear predictor 
of vocabulary test scores, independent of reading at age 

16 or younger. In other words, you can improve in 
vocabulary through reading at any age. 

•	 Reading done as an adult has an impact on vocabulary 
development even when we control for parents’ 
occupation and education, suggesting that reading can 
help overcome the effects of poverty, a topic we will 
return to. In fact, reading helps vocabulary development 
even more than the reader’s own education.

•	 Reading fiction makes a substantial contribution to 
vocabulary knowledge.

Free Voluntary Reading as a Source of Knowledge

Studies by Stanovich and colleagues confirmed that those 
who read more know more about literature and history 
(Stanovich and Cunningham (1992), science, and social 
studies (Stanovich and Cunningham, 1993), have more 
“cultural literacy” (West, Stanovich, and Mitchell, 1993) 
and even have more “practical knowledge” (Stanovich and 
Cunningham, 1993).

Poverty and the Problem of Access

Study after study has shown that poverty has a huge impact 
on school success, and the observations of many teachers, 
as well as the research literature, tell us why. Among the 
obvious factors, children of poverty often suffer from food 
deprivation and lack of quality health care (Berliner, 2009). 
The best teaching in the world will have little effect if 
students are hungry or ill. 

Less widely discussed is the consistent finding that children 
of poverty have very little access to reading material. Several 
studies done in the United States (Krashen, 2004) reveal how 
difficult it is for children of poverty to find books to read: 
They have far fewer books at home, in their school libraries, 
and their classroom libraries. They live in neighborhoods 
with fewer bookstores and with public libraries that are 
open for far fewer hours and contain far fewer books.  

Newman and Celano (1999) concluded that for many 
children in high-poverty neighborhoods, “ ... drugstores 
were the most common source of print materials… “ (p. 15); 
Young adult materials were “scarce.” 

Given the strong relationship demonstrated by the research 
between free voluntary reading and reading achievement, 
the lack of reading material for children of poverty makes 
low reading achievement inevitable … unless they are 
provided with a source of books.

Our obligation is to protect children from the impact of 
poverty. In addition to improving diet and health care, our 
obligation is to provide more access to books.

There is evidence that when children of poverty manage to 
get access to books, their school performance gets better.  
Both Elizabeth Murray and Geoffrey Canada grew up in 
intense poverty in New York. Both managed to get access to 
books, and both gave reading the credit for helping them 
succeed in school. 
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Elizabeth Murray’s father had an unusual habit: He would 
get a library card from a local branch library in New York, 
take out as many books as he could and never returned 
them, repeating this procedure at library after library.  This 
provided Ms. Murray with access to books, which, she 
said, allowed her to pass the yearly exams with minimum 
attendance:

“Any formal education I received came from the few days 
I spent in attendance, mixed with knowledge I absorbed 
from random readings of my or Daddy’s ever-growing 
supply of unreturned library books. And as long as I still 
showed up steadily the last few weeks of classes to take the 
standardized tests, I kept squeaking by from grade to grade.” 
(Shanahan, 2010).

Geoffrey Canada, the founder of the Harlem Children’s 
Zone, also gave reading credit for helping him at school. His 
source was a friend who was also a reader, and his mother:

“I loved reading, and my mother, who read voraciously too, 
allowed me to have her novels after she finished them. My 
strong reading background allowed me to have an easier 
time of it in most of my classes” (Canada, 1995).

The Role of the Library

For children of poverty who are not lucky enough to find a 
source of books from family and friends, there is only one 
possibility: the library.

An impressive body of research has shown that school 
library quality is associated with better reading ability: 
Students with access to school libraries with more books, 
credentialed librarians, and sufficient staffing do better on 
tests of reading achievement (see especially the work of 
Keith Curry Lance, available at www.lrs.org/impact.php).

Highly relevant to this discussion are studies that suggest 
that access to a school library can offset or balance the 
effect of poverty on literacy development.  

Our study (Krashen, Lee and McQuillan, 2012) was an 
analysis of predictors of achievement on the PIRLS reading 
examination, a reading test given to ten-year-olds in over 
40 countries, with students reading in their own language. 
As usual, the strongest predictor of reading achievement 
was poverty, and as usual, the correlation was negative: 
High poverty meant low achievement. But the presence of 
a school library of at least 500 books was a strong positive 
predictor, nearly as strong in the positive direction as the 
effect of poverty was in the negative direction. In other 
words, the library, to some extent, balanced the effect of 
poverty. Others have arrived at similar results (Krashen, 
2011b). 

This makes sense: children of poverty read poorly because 
they have less access to books. When we supply this access, 
they do better.

Free Voluntary Reading: The Bridge

Free voluntary reading alone will not bring readers to the 
highest levels of literacy. It will, however, bring students to 
the point where more demanding, or “academic” reading 
is comprehensible. Free reading is, in other words, the 
bridge between everyday “conversational” language and 
academic or specialized language.  Free reading provides 
both the linguistic and content foundation that makes 
heavier reading possible, and may also help readers find 
and develop their interests and strengths. 

Many good thinkers, however they are defined, went 
through a prolonged state of free voluntary reading. 
Simonton (1988) concluded that “omnivorous reading 
in childhood and adolescence correlates positively with 
ultimate adult success” (p. 111).  

Thomas Edison2  is a famous example: Edison had little 
formal schooling but was a “relentless autodidact” and 
profited from reading books in his father’s home library as 
well as the Detroit public library (Time Magazine, 5 July, 
2010). 

Michael Faraday3, one of the greatest scientists of all time, 
came from a poor family and left school before he was 13. 
He worked for seven years as an apprentice bookbinder, 
which meant he had lots of access to books. His employer 
encouraged him to read the books around him. Faraday 
“read voraciously” and also attended lectures and classes 
on his own (Howe, 1999 p. 266). Howe speculates that 
Faraday’s interest in science grew gradually, becoming firm 
when he was around 18 (p. 88). Working as an assistant to a 
famous chemist, Humphrey Davy, Faraday immediately took 
advantage of the facilities available to him and “plunged 
into research of his own” (Howe, p. 102) at age 21, and 
published his first paper at age 25, leading to his stunning 
career.

Emery and Csikszentmihalyi (1982) provide more cases: 
they compared 15 men of working-class backgrounds who 
became college professors with 15 men of very similar 
backgrounds who became blue-collar workers. We do not 
know if the two groups had different reading programs in 
school, but there were profound differences in their lives 
outside of school. The future professors lived in a much 
more print-rich environment and, likely as a result of this, 
did far more reading when they were young.

2.  Thomas Alva Edison (February 11, 1847 – October 18, 1931) was an 
 American inventor and businessman. He developed many devices
 that greatly influenced life around the world, including the
 phonograph, the motion picture camera, and a long-lasting, 
 practical electric light bulb 
 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Edison) 

3.  Michael Faraday (22 September 1791 – 25 August 1867) was an 
 English scientist who contributed to the fields of electromagnetism
 and electrochemistry. His main discoveries include those of 
 electromagnetic induction, diamagnetism and electrolysis 
 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Faraday). 

3www.dgmt.co.za
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Conclusions

Free voluntary reading, or “reading because you want to”, 
is the missing link in language education.  The research 
comes to the conclusion that it is not only the easiest way 
and the most pleasant way of developing literacy; it is the 
only way. Direct study of language, for example spelling 
and vocabulary exercises, provides nowhere near the 
competence needed for accurate writing and efficient, 

Stephen Krashen is best known for developing the first comprehensive theory of second language acquisition, 
introducing the concept of sheltered subject matter teaching, and as the co-inventor of the Natural Approach to 
foreign language teaching. He has also contributed to theory and application in the area of bilingual education, and 
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fluent reading. Free voluntary reading must be encouraged 
in school (for a very creative way of integrating self-selected 
reading and the study of literature, see Miller, 2009) and 
must be made possible for children of poverty. The first step 
in doing this is making sure large numbers books are easily 
available, which means a serious and committed investment 
in libraries.
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