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Summer Reading
and the Potential Contribution
of the Public Library in Improving Reading
for Children of Poverty
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ABSTRACT. Research indicates that there is surprisingly little differ-
ence in reading gains between children from high- and low-income families
during the school year. Rather, the difference is what happens in the sum-
mer. Children from high-income families make better progress in reading
over the summer, and over time the summer advantage can account for so-
cial-class differences in reading achievement. There is a simple explana-
tion for this difference: Children from high-income families read more
over the summer, and they read more because they have more access to
books, not only at home but outside the home as well. Studies show that
public libraries offer inferior collections and services to children of pov-
erty. An obvious way to increase access to books over the summer is to
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The potential role of voluntary summer reading in closing the
reading achievement gap has been neglected too long by educa-
tors, researchers, and policymakers. (Allington and McGill-
Franzon, 2003)

A STARTLING FINDING:
CHILDREN OF POVERTY GET WORSE IN READING
OVER THE SUMMER, NOT DURING THE ACADEMIC YEAR

It is well-known that children from high-income families do better in
school than children from low-income families. In research studies
Socio-Economic-Status (SES), whether measured by family income,
parent education, or parent occupation, is usually the most powerful
predictor of achievement, sometimes swamping all other factors
(White, 1982).

Data reported in several studies lead, however, to a startling conclu-
sion: children from high and low-income families appear to make simi-
lar gains during the academic year: The difference is what happens
during the summer.

Table 1 below is based on data appearing in Barbara Heyns’ book,
Summer Learning and the Effects of School, published nearly thirty
years ago. The children in her study lived in Atlanta and were seventh
graders in the spring of 1972. A look at Table 1 shows that high and low
SES children made similar gains during the academic year in word
knowledge (vocabulary): the lowest SES white children gained eight
months from Fall 1971 to Spring 1972 (.8 gain in Table 1), the high SES
white children gained slightly less, 7.6 months. The results for Afri-
can-American children are similar: the lowest SES group gained six
months; the highest gained somewhat more, a little less than nine
months, but the difference is not huge.

But now consider what happened during the summer, from Spring,
1971 to Fall, 1971. The lowest SES groups both did poorly compared to
the high SES groups. The low-income white children actually lost three
months during the summer, while the high-income white children
gained nearly four months. In fact, this data shows that about half of the
total gain made by the high SES group took place during the summer!
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TABLE 1. Test of Word Knowledge

Spring '71 Fall 71 Spring '72 school year gain summer gain

National avg 5.8 6.1 6.8 0.7 0.3
Atlanta 4.95 5 5.64 0.64 0.05
White

lowest SES 5.8 5.47 6.27 0.8 —.33
highest SES 6.87 7.24 8 0.76 0.37
Black

lowest SES 3.93 3.89 4.44 0.61 —.02
highest SES 5.2 5.57 6.45 0.88 0.37

Adapted from: Heyns (1975); data from Table 3.2, p. 46

The data for African-American children is similar: low SES children
were stagnant over the summer, while higher SES gained nearly four
months, the same gain the higher SES white children made. Again,
nearly half the gain made by the higher SES children occurred during
the summer.

The Cumulative Effect

The summer advantage is cumulative, that is, it happens every sum-
mer and over time it gets larger and larger. Table 2 is from Entwhisle,
Alexander and Olson’s book, Children, Schools and Inequality. The top
part of the table presents data similar to Heyns’: There is little difference
among groups with respect to gains made during the school year in liter-
acy development. The bottom half shows, first of all, that Heyns’ dis-
covery was correct: High SES children gain more during the summer. It
also shows the cumulative effect: after five years, the high SES children
are far ahead, due primarily to what happened during the summer.!

What Causes the Difference over the Summer? READING

There is a simple explanation for the differences between high and
low SES children in reading during the summer: High SES children
read more. And they read more because they have more access to books.

Heyns (1975) provided early support for this explanation, reporting
that for the students she studied, the number of books they said they read
over the summer was a significant predictor of fall reading scores, even
when other important factors were taken into consideration, such as the
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TABLE 2. The Cumulative Difference: Reading Comprehension: Baltimore
City Schools

School year Low SES Mid SES High SES
year 1 56.7 68.6 60.8
year 2 48 45.4 40.1
year 3 31.2 35.6 33.7
year 4 33.1 41 31.7
year 5 24.3 29.1 24.6
total gain 193.3 219.7 190.9
summer

year 1 —-3.7 —-2.1 15
year 2 -3.5 1.8 8.5
year 3 1.6 2.5 14.9
year 4 45 1.6 10.4
year 5 1.9 —4.1 —2.2
total gain 0.8 -3 46.6

SES: Low = mean mother’s schooling = 10 years (n = 327); Mid = 12 years (n = 165);
High = 14.6 years (n = 161) Year 1 = end of first grade
Adapted from: Entwhisle, D., Alexander, K. and Olson, L. (1997) (Page 34, Table 3.1)

spring reading score (the strongest predictor) and factors reflecting SES
(family income, parent education).

J. Kim (2003) found similar results with sixth graders more than
twenty-five years later, reporting that those who read more over the
summer did better on a reading test given in the fall. Like Heyns, Kim
also controlled for a number of other factors (gender, poverty, ethnicity,
attitude/motivation, whether child was emotionally disturbed, learning
disabled, speaker of ESL).

Kim estimated that reading five books over the summer results in a
gain of about three normal curve equivalents points on standardized
reading tests. That’s a lot. Consider what would happen with an addi-
tional ten books over the summer, continued for seven years: a gain of
42 points, easily enough to account for social class differences.

Other Research on Reading
The idea that reading more over the summer results in better reading

achievement is of course not an exotic idea. It agrees not only with com-
mon sense but also with a vast research literature: One of the best-estab-
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lished findings in all of educational research is that recreational reading,
sometimes known as “free voluntary reading” is good for literacy devel-
opment. There is very strong evidence, in fact, that free voluntary read-
ing is responsible for much of our reading comprehension ability, our
writing style, our vocabulary, our spelling ability and our ability to han-
dle complex grammatical constructions.

The evidence comes from a variety of sources. A number of studies
confirm that students who participate in in-school free-choice recre-
ational reading programs, such as sustained silent reading, make at least
as much progress in reading as those in regular language arts programs,
and usually do better, especially if the programs last for an academic year
or longer (Krashen, 2001). There are also compelling case histories of
people who made remarkable gains in literacy through self-selected read-
ing alone (Krashen, 1993). In addition, several studies show that readers
can gain a small but reliable amount of vocabulary and spelling knowl-
edge by reading an unfamiliar word in a comprehensible context only
one time. Given enough reading, this small increment can account for
adult vocabulary size (Nagy, Herman, and Anderson, 1985; Swanborn
and de Glopper, 1999).

Finally, correlational studies similar to those carried out by Heyns
and Kim also show that those who read more, read better (Krashen,
1988).

WHY SOME CHILDREN READ MORE: ACCESS TO BOOKS

There is a clear reason why children from higher-income families
read more over the summer: They have far more access to books, and
more access to books means more reading.

Poor Children Have Far Less Access to Books

This statement has been confirmed in several studies, studies that
show enormous differences between the amount of print available to
low and high poverty children. It is well-established that children of
poverty have much less to read at home (McQuillan, 1998). After a re-
view of books available in bookstores, school libraries, and public li-
braries, Neuman and Celano (2001) concluded that . . . children in
middle-income neighborhoods were likely to be deluged with a wide
variety of reading materials. However, children from poor neighbor-
hoods would have to aggressively and persistently seek them out” (p. 15).
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The lack of access to books in public libraries is especially important
and relevant to this discussion. In addition to Neuman and Celano’s
work, several other studies have confirmed the depressing fact that public
libraries in the United States offer inferior collections and services to chil-
dren of poverty. Di Loreto and Tse (1999) found substantial differences
in the children’s section of public libraries in high-income Beverly Hills
and working class Santa Fe Springs. The Beverly Hills library con-
tained far more children’s books and magazines, and had an impressive
number of staff members dedicated to children’s literature, while the
Santa Fe Springs library had no staff dedicated exclusively to the chil-
dren’s section (Table 3). Smith, Constantino, and Krashen (1999) also
reported that children living in low-income areas had public libraries
with inferior book collections.

More Access to Books Results in More Reading

Access to books does not guarantee reading, but there is no question
that more access to books is related to more reading. It is certainly true
that “you can lead a horse to water but you cannot make him drink.” But
first we must make sure the water is there. And when it is, horses always
eventually drink.

Children who read more have more books in the home (Morrow,
1983; Neuman, 1986; Greaney and Hagarty, 1987; McQuillan, 1998a;
Kim, 2003; Lao, 2003). The presence of more books in classroom li-
braries (Morrow and Weinstein, 1982, Morrow, 1982), and in school
libraries (Cleary, 1939, Gaver, 1963, McQuillan, 1998; Houle and
Montmarquette, 1984) is related to greater amounts of recreational
reading.

For children from low-income families, public libraries are the only
obvious source of books during the summer, and research confirms that
more access to books in public libraries results in more reading. Heyns
(1978) reported that children who live closer to public libraries read
more. Kim (2003) reported a strong relationship between the amount of
reading done over the summer by fifth graders and whether students
said it was easy to access books at a library.

One of Lao’s reluctant readers (“Eileen,” in Lao, 2003, described
above) who had grown up in a print-poor environment at home (‘“books
were scarce at home . . . practically non-existent,” p. 15), became a
reader thanks to the public library. In the fourth grade, she discovered
Judy Blume’s books, and her reading “took off from there” (p. 16).
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TABLE 3. Comparison of Children’s Sections of Public Libraries in Two Com-
munities

population books children’s staff in children’s
magazines section
Beverly Hills 32,000 60,000 30 12
Santa Fe Springs 16,000 13,000 20 0

Adapted from: Di Loreto and Tse 1999

IMPLICATIONS
So far, we see that:

1. The difference between high and low poverty achievement may
be what takes place during the summer. It is not yet clear that sum-
mer fully accounts for differences in achievement, but it is clear
that summer contributes a great deal to it.

2. The crucial activity that occurs during the summer, the activity
that causes the difference in growth in literacy, is recreational
reading.

3. Children read more when they have more access to books. Chil-
dren of poverty have far less access to books.

A clear implication is that we need to increase access to books, espe-
cially for children of poverty and especially over the summer. The obvi-
ous way to do this is to improve public library services. And the most
obvious aspect is simply to make sure libraries are open when children
can use them, filled with good books, with user-friendly policies.

Some public libraries are making efforts to encourage summer read-
ing, but are, in our opinion, not doing the obvious. Instead of increasing
access to good books, they promote “summer reading clubs,” offering
recognition and prizes to children who read a certain number of books
and complete book reports.

Goosebumps Summer

If we are interested in “summer programs,” they should, we suggest,
provide a book flood over the summer directed at students who other-
wise have little access to books. This has been attempted only once, to
our knowledge.
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Shin (2001) examined the impact of a six-week self-selected reading
experience among 200 sixth graders who had to attend summer school
because of low reading proficiency. About 30% of each group was lim-
ited English proficient. Students attended class four hours per day; dur-
ing this time, approximately two hours were devoted to self-selected
reading, including 25 minutes in the school library. The district invested
$25 per student on popular paperbacks and magazines, with most books
purchased from the Goosebumps series. In addition, about 45 minutes
per day was devoted to reading and discussing novels such as Where the
Red Fern Grows and The Island of the Blue Dolphins. Comparison chil-
dren followed a standard language arts curriculum during the summer.

The readers gained approximately five months on the Altos test of
reading comprehension and vocabulary over the six-week period, while
comparisons declined. On the Nelson-Denny reading comprehension
test, the summer readers grew well over one year. On the vocabulary
section of the Nelson-Denny, however, the groups showed equivalent
gains.

In view of the many recent moves to force less proficient readers to
go to summer school to increase their reading ability, Shin’s program
clearly offers a more pleasant and more effective alternative to the usual
diet of drills and exercises.

In addition to the practical implications, the summer learning re-
search also confirms that recreational reading is highly effective in pro-
moting growth in literacy. This may seem obvious to many readers, but
it apparently is not to decision-makers. We hear pious pronouncements
about the need for improved literacy among low-income children, but
there is little or no effort to make sure they have access to books.

POSTSCRIPT: IS ACCESS ENOUGH?
They Like to Read

Access to books in any of the sources mentioned above (home,
school, public library) will be extremely helpful, and will be enough to
guarantee the establishment of a reading habit for most children. Chil-
dren like to read (Krashen and Von Sprecken, 2000; Von Sprecken and
Krashen, 1998; Krashen, 2001), and given the chance, they will. “Re-
luctant readers” are, most of time, children with little access to books.
Worthy and McKool (1997) studied eleven sixth graders who “hated to
read.” Nine of the eleven had little access to interesting reading material
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at home, in the school library, in their classroom libraries, and none had
visited the public library in the year before the interview. The two stu-
dents who had access to interesting reading were the only two “who
read with any degree of regularity” (p. 252). Ironically, even though all
were described as reluctant readers, all appeared to be quite enthusiastic
about some kinds of reading, especially “light reading,” (e.g., comics
and Goosebumps).

A few children, however, will not read, even if surrounded by books.
In a study of children’s after-school activities, Pack (2000) identified a
group of children he labeled “library latch-key kids,” children whose
parents used the public library as a “free source of after-school care”
from one to six hours per day. Pack reported that the children did “little
more than ‘hang out’ at the library” (p. 166). They did not read, but
passed the entire time in socializing with other children and playing on
the computer. Providing access to books is thus a necessary, but not suf-
ficient condition for encouraging reading.

There has been surprisingly little research on methods of encourag-
ing reading, but some generalizations can be made: children read more
when they see others reading, and when they are read to, and when they
have access to truly interesting reading material (Krashen, 1993). There
are, in addition, times when active encouragement to read is effective:
when students have the ability to read, but may not realize it, or may not
realize what is available to them and how interesting it is (Shin, in
press).

NOTE

1. Cooper, Nye, Charlton, Lindsay and Greathouse (1996) reviewed a number of
studies on summer vacation learning; their results are in the same direction as those of
Entwhistle et al. and Heyns, but appear to be less spectacular. Cooper et al. reported
that middle class children lost 1.4 months over the summer (based on 14 studies) and
children from low-income families lost 2.7 months (based on 10 studies) in reading
comprehension. This is a difference of only .7 months, less than one month. In word
identification, the difference was larger, with students from middle-income families
gaining 1.3 months and students from low-income families loosing 1.2 months, a dif-
ference of 2.5 months, which is substantial. The studies used in the Cooper et al. re-
view, however, did not directly compare high and low-income children: Some were
studies of high-income children and some were studies of low-income children. The
Entwhistle et al. and Heyns studies are the only ones available to us that compared dif-
ferent levels of poverty directly. Methodological differences and difference in loca-
tions make it more difficult to compare results across studies.
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