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Free voluntary reading FYll meilns reilding because- you want to. For 
SChllOI-ilgC childrcn, FYI{ m~;l1lS no book report, no questions ililhe end of the 
rh;'lpler, ilnd no looking lip every vocilbllli1ry word. FVR means pUlling down 
;1 book Villi d lIll J like ;'Ind c1lllo$jn~ ;'II1Ot her one insleild .11 is Ihe kind or reild inbPOWER highly lill'rall'I;('opk do l,bsessivcly iliithc timc. 

I "'ill not c1;'1il11 (hilt r:vR is Ihe wmplete answer. Free reilders Me nC11 illl 
gU;'Ir;'1nlced ild1l1ission to Iluv;'Ini tilW Sc\wol. Whill the reseilrch lells me is 
Ilwt ir children or less Iiter;'lte ildulls stilrt rending fC1r plensure, ho'"ever, good 
things will hilppen. Their reilding comprehension will improve, and they will 
find difficult, ilc;'ldemic-style lexts more comprehensible. Their wriling style READING 
will improve, and they will be beller nble to write prose in a style Ihat is 
ncccplnble to schools, business, ilnd the scientific communily. Their vocabu­IllSigl,tsfrom tIle ReSClIJ-cll IMy will improve nnd will improve al a beller rate Ihan if they took one of Ihe 
well-adverlised vocnbulnry building courses. Also, their spelling a:h1 conlrol 
of grnlllll1nr will improve. 

Several studies confirm that those who readStCpllCll more in their second language also write better i~; 

lirasltCIl	 that Innguage (Salyer 1987; Janopoulos 1986; o Those who read in a second 
Kaplan and Palhinda 1981) and studies also show language write and spell belief 
a relationship between measures of amount read in /ha/language. 
and spelling performance (for first language acqui­
sition, Stanovich and West 1989; for second lan­
guage acquisition, Polak and Krashen 1988). 

The relationship between reported free volun­
• tary reading and literacy development is not al-

o ways large, but it is remarkably consistent. Nearly 

1993 every study that has examined this relationship 
has found a correlation, and it is present even o The relationship betWeenLibraries Unlimited, Inc. when different leSls, different methods of probing reported FVR and liIeraJy isEnglewood, Colorado	 reading habits, and different definitions of free remarkably consistent. 
reading arc used . 
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o Child ,9n \VIm are readers 

will devf 'p acceptable levels 

of literacy, 

~ 

o Without a reading habil, 

children simpty do not have a 
chance. 

o People acquiring a second 

language have the best 
chance for success through 
reading. 

o Weff·read peopfe write weff 
because they have subcon· 
sciousfy acquired good writing 
styfe. 

® 

My conclusions arc simple. When children 
rCild for !lleasure, when they get "hooked on 
books," Ihey acquire, involuntilrilyand without 
conscious effort, nearly all of the sO'called "lan­
guage skills" many people are so concerned about: 
They wiIl become adequate readers, acquire a 
lmge vocabulary, develop the ability to under-. 
sta nd and use complex gramma lical constructions, 
develop a good writing style, ilnd become good 
(bu t not necessilrily perfecI) spellers. Although 
free voluntary reading illone wiII not ensure attain­
ment of the highest levels of lileracy, it will ill least 
ensure an acceptilble level. Without it, I suspect 
Ihat children simply do not have a chance. 

, When second language acquirers read for 
plc<lsure, they develop the competence they need 
10 move [rom the beginning "ordinary conversa­
tional" level to a level where they can use the 
second language for more demanding purposes, 
such as the serious study of litera ture, business, 
and so on. When they read for pleasure, they Ciln 
continue to improve in their second language 
without classes, without teachers, without study, 
and even without people to converse wilh.s 

When we read, we really have no choice-we 
must develop literacy. We rarely find well-read 
people who have serious problems with grammar, 
spelIing, and so on. They write acceptably weIl 
beciluse they C<ln't help it; they have subcon­
sciously acquired good writing style as well as the 
conventions ofwriling. 
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I am not, however, proposing a language pro­
gram consisting only of free reading. I also rec­
ognize the value of reading that is assigned by 
teachers and recommended by teachers, librarians, 
and parents. A language arts class, in my view, 
is primarily a literature class. Acsigned read­
ing and free voluntary reading will help each 
other: Through literature, students will grow 
intellectually and be exposed to a wider variety cf 
books, which can stimulate more free reading. In 
fact, one of the ways we know that a literature 
program is effective is if it results in more free 
voluntary reading. In lurn, free voluntary reading 
will help build language competence and contrib­
ute to intellectual growlh, which will make litera­
ture more comprehensible and meaningful. 

Our problem in language education, as Frank 
Smith has pointed out, is that we have confused 
cause and effect. We have assumed that we first 
learn language "skilJs'~ and then apply these skills 
to reading and writing. But that is not the way the 
human brain works. Rather, reading for meaning, 
reading about things that matter to us, is the cause 
of literale language development. 

If this view is even partialIy correct, it means 
that we need to create ~ print-rich environment 
both inside and outside of school. It means that 
teachers need to be assured that creating such an 
environment will make their jobs· e'asier, not' 
harder, and will give more satisfying results.6 

o FVR is not a replacement 

for Ihe/anguage program. 
FVR complements language 

arts classes. 

o We have confused cause 
and effect. 
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