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Literacy – alongside writing and math – has been  
at the centre of Ontario’s educational agenda for 
more than a decade. And while Ontario students’ 
literacy scores have improved during that time,1  
something unexpected has also happened: There 
has been a dramatic decline in the percentage of 
Ontario students who report that they “like to read.” 

EQAO surveys show sharp decline in  
students’ reading enjoyment
Every year, all Ontario students in grades 3 and 6 fill 
in surveys along with standardized tests in reading, 
writing and mathematics administered by the prov-
ince’s Education Quality and Accountability Office 
(EQAO). The surveys ask a wide range of questions, 
including whether students “like to read.” 

The results for 2010/11 confirmed a worrying trend.

Since 1998/99, the percentage of students in grade 
3 who report they like to read has declined by almost 
a third, from 76% in 98/99 to only 50% in 2010/11. 
There has been a similar decline for grade 6 stu-
dents, from 65% in 98/99 to 50% in 2010/11.2 

This significant decline may have an immediate  
and lasting impact on Ontario students. 

Reading enjoyment affects achievement, 
social and civic engagement
International studies show that students with a 
more positive attitude toward reading tend to be 
more successful in all subjects.3 They are more 
likely to read more and to seek deeper knowledge 
and consequently develop deeper conceptual  
understandings of the subject matter.4  

Reading for Joy
As meat is to the body, so reading is to the soul. — Seneca

When children read well, they have a solid foundation for learning in every  
subject and they are able to open the door to possibilities and adventures  
that go far beyond their own experiences. 

QUICK FACTS

—  �The percentage of grade 3  
students who report they “like  
to read” has declined from 76% 
in 1998/99, to 50% in 2010/11.

—  �In grade 6, the percentage of  
students who say they “like to 
read” has declined from 65% in 
1998/99 to 50% in 2010/11.

Percentage of students in grades 3 and 6 who report they “like to read”

*   �Students were not asked if they “like to read” in 2010

** �In 2010/11, students were asked whether they liked to read “most of the time,” 
“sometimes” or “never.” We are following the interpretation of EQAO in the 
2010/11 Provincial Report, which treats the response “most of the time” as the 
same as “yes.” See p.10.
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According to OECD’s Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), students’ enjoyment 
of reading is one of the most important individual 
characteristics that predict higher achievement.5 
Enjoyment of reading doesn’t only affect a student’s 
literacy scores; it is also a predictor of their success 
in science and math. The most recent PISA report 
found that in results of tests of 15-year-olds “in all 
countries – except Kazakhstan – students who 
enjoy reading the most perform significantly better 
than students who enjoy reading the least.”6   

And reading enjoyment is not only associated with 
high student achievement. Research shows that 
“engaged” readers are also more likely to be socially 
and civically engaged as well.7  

Reading enjoyment permeates school life
Reading is integral to nearly all learning and takes 
up a considerable part of every school day.8 

If, as the EQAO data show, half of Ontario’s grade 3 
and 6 students don’t enjoy reading, this may have 
an impact on their overall attitude toward learning 
which can last a lifetime. 

According to the OECD, students’ attitudes toward 
learning can be as important as their grasp of  
specific knowledge and skills. Students’ attitudes 
and motivation affect their “quality of life during 
their adolescence, and can influence their decision 
to pursue further education or their capacity  
to seize labour market opportunities…many adults 
with little interest in learning blame their lack of 
motivation on bad experiences at school in their 
early years.”9  

Libraries and teacher-librarians affect 
students’ enjoyment of reading
Research also shows that certain school-based  
factors can have a positive effect on students’  
enjoyment of reading. And school libraries stand  
out as a largely untapped resource when it comes 
to building students’ joy of reading. 

Many studies have shown a relationship between 
students’ performance on tests and their access to 
school libraries.10 But, perhaps even more important-
ly, research by People for Education with Queen’s 

Reading makes immigrants of us  
all. It takes us away from home,  
but most important, it finds homes 
for us everywhere.  
— Hazel Rochman
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Ontario schools with teacher-librarians, full- or part-time

QUICK FACTS

—  �Only 56% of elementary  
schools had a teacher-librarian 
in In 2010/11—eighty percent  
of them part-time—compared  
to 76% in 1998/99.

—  �66% of secondary schools had 
a teacher-librarian in 2010/11, 
just over half full-time, down 
from 78% in 2000/01.
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University that compiled EQAO surveys from 53,000 
grade 3 and 6 students showed that in schools with 
teacher-librarians, the students were more likely 
to report that they “liked to read.”11 In fact, schools 
with teacher-librarians had reading enjoyment 
scores that were 8 percentile points higher than 
average. Unfortunately, the percentage of elemen-
tary and secondary schools with teacher-librarians 
continues to decline in Ontario. 

In 2010/11, only 56% of elementary schools had 
a teacher-librarian (eighty percent of them part-
time), a number that has fallen steadily from 76% 
in 1998/99. Only 66% of secondary schools had 
teacher-librarians, just over half full-time, down  
from 78% in 2000/01.12  

Reading at home for fun  
builds good readers 
Another way schools can foster enjoyment of  
reading is by encouraging parents to read with their 
children for pleasure. But even here, schools may  
be giving parents the wrong messages.

Becoming a good reader is a complex process.13   
Part of that process is the acquisition of skills  
like letter-sound correspondence and decoding, 
which are rightfully the focus of early reading 
instruction at school. But to learn to read beyond 
initial levels, students need exposure to oral and 
written language, background knowledge and  
motivation. This is where reading at home for  
pleasure can play a major role.

Parents’ main contribution to their children becoming  
successful readers is not by teaching technical 
skills.14 Children can develop motivation, compre-
hension and strong oral language skills through 
conversation and reading for pleasure—in any lan-
guage15—either with their parents or by themselves. 
As important as decoding skills, these activities are  
the foundations for successful literacy in primary 
years and beyond.16  

But it is possible that in our drive to improve the  
mechanical aspects of literacy, we have turned 
reading at home into an extension of school work. 
This is not necessarily the best way to increase 
student’s motivation to read.

When you sell a man a book you 
don’t sell just twelve ounces of  
paper and ink and glue — you sell  
him a whole new life. Love and 
friendship and humour and ships  
at sea by night — there’s all heaven 
and earth in a book, a real book.
— Christopher Morley

Fewer students today are reading for 
pleasure, even though daily reading 
for pleasure is associated with better 
performance in school and with adult 
reading proficiency. The challenge  
for parents and educators is to instil  
a sense of pleasure in reading by pro-
viding reading materials that students 
find interesting and relevant.

— PISA in Focus 2011

QUICK FACT

—  �Only 21% of Ontario children  
in grade 3 report that they  
read together with a parent or 
guardian “every day or almost 
every day”. 
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Perhaps the most important thing schools could 
be doing is to get the message out more clearly to 
parents that reading at home for pleasure is vital to 
children’s long term success. EQAO survey results 
show that in 2010/11, only 21% of Ontario’s grade 
3 students report reading together with a parent or 
guardian “every day or almost every day.” 17   

Reading today: more than books
Obviously there are many other factors that may 
have affected students’ relationship with the written 
word, including technology and social media.  It is 
clear that teenagers, for example, are reading far 
more online than ever before.18 Over the past two 
years, EQAO has started to ask students what they 
read outside of school. Last year, almost half of stu-
dents in grade 6 read emails, texts or instant mes-
sages every day or almost every day. But there is no 
reason to assume that reading online necessarily 
means a decrease in enjoyment or achievement. 

PISA results show that fifteen year-olds who are  
extensively engaged in online reading activities, 
such as reading e-mails, chatting on line, reading 
news on line, using an online dictionary or encyclo-
paedia, participating in online group discussions 
and searching for information online, are generally 
more proficient readers than students who do little 
online reading.19  

However, it is important to note that PISA results 
also show that students who report reading fiction 
for their own enjoyment regularly are more proficient 
readers than students who do not read fiction, or 
who reported reading fiction only occasionally.20

Time to address the joy of reading
While the increase in Ontario’s students’ reading 
scores is to be applauded, the decrease in their 
love of reading is worrying. It is possible that  
our focus on targets for test scores and on the  
“mechanics” of literacy have had an impact on  
students’ attitudes. 

Regardless of form, reading for the joy of it, for  
its capacity to broaden our horizons, use our  
imaginations, think creatively, understand our-
selves and others better, and feel engaged as 
citizens in the world – reading for all those reasons 
must be a vital component of what we encourage  
in our schools.  

Throughout the history of narrative arts, storytelling has always adapted to 
these changing forms and technologies, and has managed to not only survive, 
but begin anew each time, introducing a whole other generation to the possi-
bilities of reading.  The Kindle, the iPad, these are just variations of a need we 
have as a civilization, as a species, to use our imagination, and this need is 
as important in this time as any other.”  
— Joe Meno, A book is a place 
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People for Education is your strong voice for public education.  
We conduct vital research, answer parents’ questions, make policy  
recommendations and ensure there is broad coverage of education  
issues in the media. Together we make Ontario’s schools great!
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