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Boys and Books

By: Jane McFann (2004)

The statistics are consistent: Young male readers lqg behind their female counterparts in
skills. This aticle looK at the social, psychological, iand developmental reasons why, and
solutions - including the need for more men to be(ome role models for reading,
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In this afticle:

$earching for "why"

Serious subject, sensible solutions

. Males needed as role models for readilU

It's a chilly, r.ainy day with a wind that ratLles the wlndows. The reader settles deeper into the
cushions 6f tne iofa, smiling with satisfaction. What a perfect day to read. "I really can't wait to tell

my friend about this boolg" the reader thinG. ;

Now the question is, as you imagine the above scerpario, what sex is the reader? Is it almost
automatic to envision a female? In today's culture, fs the image of an enthusiastic reader often a

feminine one? Certainly there are many committed rmale readers, but where are they in the popular

culture? And, perhaps more important, what imaOl exist that encourage young boys to read?

I

The statistics are consistent: Young male readers ldg behind their female counterparts. According

to the Progress in International Reading Literacy Stfdy (PIRLS) in 2001, fourth-grade girls in all of
the 30-plus participating countries scored higher in geading literacy than foutth-grade boys by a

statistically signiflcant amount. Similar findings shovy up in the U,S. National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) scores, as well as in studies in New Zealand, England, Wales,
Scotland, and Northern Ireland.

Searching for "why"

Why does this disparity exist? Theories abound. Acdording to Michael W. Smith and Jeffrey D.

Wilhelm in Reading Don't Fix No Chevys: Literacy i\ the Lives of Young Men (Heinemann, 2002),

research on gender and literacy provides some inteiesting insights:

i

o Boys take longer to learn to read than girls do

o Boys read less than girls read 
i

i

o Girls tend to comprehend narrative tocts and most expository to<ts significantly better than

boys do

o Boys value reading as an activity less than girls do

According to a national survey conducted by the Young Adult Library Services Association in 2001,

boys of an average age of 14 listed their top obstacles to reading:
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boring/no fun 39.3o/o

no time/too busy 29,9a/o

like other activities better 1t,Lo/o

can't get into the stories 7,7o/o

I'm not good at it 4,3o/o

Jon Scieszka, author of children's book such as The StinQ Cheese Man and the Time Warp Trto

series, believes that boys are slower to develop than girls biologically and therefore often have
early struggles with reading and writing skills. On his Guys Read website, he also says that the
male way of learning, which tends to be action oriented and competitive, works against boys in
many classrooms.

Serious subject, sensible solutions

The issue is certainly a serious one, and the solutions mugt come from a multitude of sources:
parents, teachers, librarians, and communities. Michael Inrvin, a Massey University, New Zealand,
professor, claims that "girls talk more than boys, speaking 30o/o more words over a day than boys.
And they talk more from an early age - to toys and dolls and playing school - so it's natural they
are more adept with language."

In this Massey Magazine,Issue 14 aftlcle, which appears,on the Massey University website,
Irwin suggests stratedies to help boys read better: clear, istructured instruction; short bursts of
intense work; specific aoals; praise; hands-on learning; aird use of humor.

Irwin notes that some New Zealand schools have even experimented with splitting classes into
single-sex groups for language subjects and have found some success in this, "Boys are very
conscious of what their peers think of them," trnaIn says. ,''[heir fear of failure curbs their classroom
participation. They don't answer questions because they don't want to risk being wrong, and having
their peers laugh. And after puberty there are the hormones to deal with, too. They start to worry

An area that seems to be critical to stimulating reading sllccess among young male readers is the
choice of materials. According to Smith and Wilhelm in Reading Don't Fix No Chevys: Literacy in the
Lives of Young Men, boys differ from girls in the choices they make of reading material:

l

o Boys are more inclined to read informational to<tsi magazines, and newspaper articles
I

o Boys are more inclined to read graphic novels an{ comic book

o Boys tend to resist reading stories about girls, whereas girls do not tend to resist reading

stories about boys

o Boys like to read about hobbies, sports, and things they might do or be interested in doing

o Boys like to collect things and tend to like to collect series of book

e Boys read less fiction than girls

o Boys tend to enjoy escapism and humor, and so(e boys are passionate about science fiction

or fantasy 
i
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On his Guys Read website, Jon Scieszka concurs with this research, saying that adults need to "let

Uoyi fnow that nonfiction reading is reading. Magazihes, newspapers, websites, biographies,

science books, comic books, graphic novels are all reiding material."

According to Wendy Schwartz in the ERIC Digest entry Helping Underachievinq Boys Read

Well ani Often, the male perspective needi to be considered in the selectlon of readinE materlal.

"Reading choices made for boys'frequenuy do not reflect their preferences, slnce glrls are clearer

and mole vocal about what books they want, elementary school teachers are predominantly

women, and mothers rather than fathers select reading materials for their children," Schwartz says'

"Further, boys, like all children, want to see characters like themselves sometimes," SchwarD adds'

"Therefore, materials should feature people of different ethnicities, races, and backgrounds who

live in a variety of types of homes and communities."l

According to Schwaftz, the boy who reads the sports page or instruction manual needs to be

applaude?. 'The reading that boys do should not be dismissed as inconsequential even-th.ough it

oiien does not include t-he noveli and other tradition{ll materials usually read by girls," Schwartz

,.vi. ,1," genres preferred by boys can be equally delpful in their development of reading,

thinklng, ariO proOtem- sotving skilis, and snouiO be cpnsidered key resources in their education"'

I

Teachers who allow boys to see the rich variety of foims that the written word can take may help

to create more enthusiistic readers. Librartans also cln play a key role ln providing ma'le-entlcing

ieading materials. 
;

According to patrick Jones and Dawn Cartwright Fiorelli-in'Overcoming the Obstacle Course:

i."nugu-Boys anO Reaiing," an article in thJFebruary 2003 issue of Teacher Librarian magazine,

there are immediate steps that librarians can take toiimprove attitudes toward reading among boys'

These include: 
i

. o planning programs aimed just at boys 
,

o doing book talks in the classroom that include a lot of nonfiction
i

o buying American Library Association Readpodters that feature males

o encouraging coaches of boys' sports teams to pafticipate in a Guys Read program such as

having athletes read to younger children

o increasing the number of periodicals, magazines, comic books, and newspapers in the library

o actively recruiting boys to work in the library

o surveying boys about their reading

o buying books that boYs recommend

. putting books where the boys are: next to the computers, copy machines, and study tables

Allowing boys to find reflections of who they are an( what they like in a library may encourage a

return visit. l

Males needed as role models for reading

An additional issue that comes up in virtually all resources on

reader role models. As Jan Greer of New Brunswick, rcanada,
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columns, "Research states that young males see reading as a feminine activity and therefore steer

away from it, There i;;;t;. *uy [,, cnangtinis perciption and that is for men both at home

and in the community to it.a aloud to uovr'*J io 
-rho*i'*,.t 

reading is an activity of value'"

,,It would also help if menb organizations made literacy one of their primary aims by following the

exampte of wayne iffiil ffi; ilbiliy:rtforts riterbgy and lifelons learnins, A bov will follow

the lead of his maleiot. .'oaU, rlsuatry'fris fatner or othir significant man in his life' If that man

To promote that view, the province began Family Lite,r-lly Day, encouraging fathers' stepfathers'

giuloirtn"tt, and uncles to become reading role models'

In Ireland the DUleek Library introduced a "Dads and Lads" project to encourage reading among

young boys. rqore than iso n.* books that focus on sports were purchased, and boys and their

iatnels shared a reading program that is also tracked by. their teachers'

i

Another lrish initiative, Boys'N' Books, pairs the St. Patricks Primary School wlth the Newry

Library; both are tocaibO in an area that was identified qt haYllg the worst literacy levels in

Nofthern Ireland. n-tfiirif*1lj; of this program is to promote peformances by storytellers as

well as to bring students books that have proven to be popular with boys.

This program makes an interesting distinction: ''reachinf boYs fow to read did not necessarily

make them readers. Reading was often ,1"*"0 *-i tut(to be done, rather than.something to be

enjoyed." lre storytet'ters, iicluaing males, helped the boys to actively enjoy and discuss stories'

develop their listening and concentiation si<ills,'and build a foundation for enjoying reading'

In England the reading campaign of the National Literacy Tr,yst inclu.des. the recruitment of

Reading ctrampionl I *v il;; or boy *r,o-inspires others with. his enthusiasm for reading' The

program ,,believes it i. riiif to provide boys with positive examples of reading men who they can

iO.titify with and t"i.G to, anO support families, carers, and practitioners in creating an

environment where every boy has access to a positive male reading role model"'

These may be male students or teachers, dads, granddads, brothers, family friends, tutols, reading

buddies, storytellers, or performers. The p*gii, seek;to'provide boys with advocates for reading

on a national level.

Families play a critical role in promoting male literacy, and the impact is especiatly powerful if the

father is involved to nef p OoVi see reaiing as someth'ing that males do. According to Wendy

SchwarE, some possibilities include: '

. parents modeling reading, sharing what they have learned, recommending good books' and

mentioningwhattheyWanttolearnfromreadinginthefuture

o parents and sons reading together, moving into increasingly difficult materials

o parents and sons looking up information togethef to show the value of readinE and the

development of problem-solving skills 
i

r taking books along on long trips or to places where waiting is anticipated to help boys see

o keeping a reading log with sons to show what, when, and how much boys are reading"

No part of society - parents, teachers, librarians, community members - wants to see boys begin

a lifetime of reading iJi.itt,'.tp".ially as more and more jobs require higher levels of literacy'
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Perhaps it is time for father-son reading time to become just as customary as that catch in the
backyard or television viewing. The Harry Potter pherqomenon has proven that boys will embrace
books that tap into their interests and imagination; now it is up to the adults ln their lives to feed
that potential.

McFann, J., (2004, August), Boys and Book. Reading Today, 22(l),20-2L.
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