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program that replaced traditional summer reading lists. It focuses on low-achieving students 
who had a low participation rate in the first two years of the program. The researchers 
interviewed and surveyed seventy students who formed seven focus groups. This study challenges 
assumptions about struggling readers. Do struggling readers consider themselves readers 
outside of school where they have choices that relate to what they like to do? Do they read? 
What do they read? Do they really hate to read? Gender and grade level emerged as factors in 
participation rates in the program. Student responses emphasized the importance of relevance of 
reading materials to their reading preferences. Low achievers had a strong preference for 
alternative reading materials, which has implications for the way schools structure reading for 
adolescents who are struggling readers. 
 

Introduction  
Who are the adolescents who say they hate to read? This study looks at the reading behaviors of 
low achievers to determine whether they actually read on their own and, if so, what they read. It 
addresses the everyday reading interests and habits of adolescents outside of school as well as 
their school-related reading. Summer reading bridges these reading environments, offering 
opportunities to study both. 
 
This study challenges assumptions and research findings that profile low achievers as 
nonreaders. It poses questions about low achievers and their reading outside of school curricula. 
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Background to the Study 
Reading Takes You Places was a Web-based summer reading program that took place in an 
American high school during the summer of 2006 and was the subject of phase one (Lu and 
Gordon 2007) of a two-phase study. The program replaced the typical approach to summer 
reading: graded reading lists with a limited number of titles that favored the classics (Williams 
2002). However, in the process of revising summer reading, two conflicting ideas held by the 
English teachers emerged from discussion: (1) the view that summer reading is an extension of 
the curriculum and should contain “good literature,” and (2) the view that summer reading is an 
opportunity for pleasure reading that contains high-interest, motivating reading materials. The 
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grade students had a comparatively higher participation rate (66 percent and 55 percent) than 
tenth- and ninth-grade respondents (35 percent and 32 percent, respectively). 
 
Data Collection 
The sample was composed of seven homogeneous focus groups consisting of seventy low-
achieving students from grades nine through twelve who participated in the summer reading 
program during the summer of 2007. Since the classes contained an average of ten students, each 
class functioned as a focus group. In their interactions with the researchers, students explored 
their views and attitudes about reading. Each student responded to a survey following the focus 
group discussions, which were fifteen to twenty minutes in length. Close-ended questions 
gathered information such as age, gender, and grade level. Half of the questions were open ended 
to encourage students’ direct and honest response about their reading behaviors and attitudes. 
Survey items focused on respondents’ summer reading behaviors and reading achievements as 
well as their reading experiences with alternative media, such as newspapers, magazines, and 
websites. 
 

Findings and Discussion 
 
Participation in the Web-Based Summer Reading Program 
Of the seventy low-achieving students in the sample, 59 percent did not participate in the 
summer reading program. Most nonparticipants said that they did not like reading and that they 
did not read. No participants complained about computer and Internet access, so lack of access to 
computers and the Internet was not perceived as a major barrier to participating in this Web-
based reading program. Lower participation among low-achieving male students than females 
(72 percent to 42 percent) is consistent with studies that acknowledge the significance of gender 
in reading activities. However, contrary to previous research findings, this study found that the 
higher the grade level, the better the participation. This may have been because some eighth-
grade respondents were not aware of their new high school’s summer reading program when 
they transitioned from the district’s middle schools—although, as outgoing eighth-grade 
students, they did receive information about the Web-based summer reading program. Also, 
there were only two twelve-grade, low-achieving students in this study compared with more than 
twenty students from each of other grade levels. However, this trend was consistent across the 
four grades. 
 
Number of Books Read 
Students were asked to read three books during the summer and complete a project for each book 
in the fall. A total of fifty-seven books were reported read by twenty-seven low-achieving 
students, with two other students reporting “reading a lot.” This was 41 percent of the sample. 
The mean number of books read was 2.1 books per participating student, which was nearly a 
book more than the mean measured the previous year in the same school (Lu and Gordon 2007). 
Unlike the previous year, there was not a significant gender difference in the number of books 
read. On average, female students read only slightly more than males (2.2 books to 1.8 books). 
Nor was grade level significant to the number of books read. The numbers across the four grades 
was 1.8, 2.6, 2.1, and 2.0 books. 
 
Reading Interests 
Two variables were used to examine students’ reading interests: their self-reported interests and 
their reported reading behaviors, including the book lists students chose to browse on the 
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participants—was too small for statistical analysis. There are, however, some interesting gender-
related findings worthy of further observation (see figure 1). For example, the most popular list, 
The Romance, the Drama and the Angst, was browsed exclusively by females. In contrast, the 
list dedicated solely to boys, Guys Eyes Only (which was added because of the lower 
participation rate of boys in the previous year’s summer reading program), was visited by only 
one male low-achieving student. Male students did not show a penchant for any specific 
categories. Since only one boy browsed the Guys Eyes Only list, it is difficult to gauge their 
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Implications for Practice and Further Study 
Emerging from these findings is a snapshot of low-achieving students’ reading interests, reading 
behaviors, and perceptions o
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Recognition of alternative media as legitimate reading raises the question of the meaning of 
literacy. The “Common Beliefs” of AASL’s (2007) Learning Standards for the 21st-Century 
Learner incorporates multiple literacies in a definition of information literacy that has become 
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The everyday reading behaviors of low-achieving students revealed in this study are the key to 
reading motivation for this group. This finding has strong implications for school library 
professionals who design and evaluate services for students. Most importantly, approaches to 
summer reading that center on the needs of low achievers rather than on the reading materials are 
needed. Library collections and summer reading programs that reflect reading preferences of 
low-achieving students make no distinction between the value of books and other materials. 
Selection and circulation policies that prohibit or exclude alterative media narrow the 
opportunities for low achievers to find engaging reading materials such as magazines, article 
clippings, multimedia, and websites that address students’ diverse preferences and needs. 
 
Rigorous research that is driven by a strong rationale for reading alternative media is needed to 
develop multiple models of reading approaches for all students, but particularly for low 
achievers. To this end, research-based reading practices are critical to successfully addressing 
questions raised by this study. Findings about the importance of the social, psychological, and 
emotion elements, as well as the academic benefits, of reading to the well- 
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