Free Voluntary Reading Makes

Better Readers
By Jeannie Standal

It goes by many names: DEAR (Drop Everything and Read); SSR (Sustained
Silent Reading); DIRT (Daily Independent Reading Time); and maybe the
best one, SQUIRT (Sustained Quiet Uninterrupted Reading Time). It’s also
called Free Voluntary Reading (FVR), and the idea for each is the same -
reading what you like because you want to. It means no accountability for
what you’ve read; no book reports, no questions to answer, no vocabu-
lary words to define, and no AR tests. It also means having the choice to
stop reading a book you don’t like to pick up one that looks better. Simply
stated, FVR is reading for fun. According to literacy expert Dr. Steven
Krashen, it’s “the kind of reading highly literate people do all the time,”
and it is the principal cause of literacy development.*

While there are many examples of exceptions, we know that socio-
economic status is the strongest predictor of reading success by grade 4:
children from high socio-economic status homes score higher on reading
tests. There are lots of factors that contribute to this discouraging statistic
that have nothing to do with quality of parenting, quality of teaching, or
intelligence of the child, and more to do with access to books. Since about
50% of our school kids are eligible for free and reduced lunch, this affects
lots of kids in Idaho.

Analysis of a Krashen, Lee & McQuillan (2012) study shows independent
reading cancels out the poverty predictor to a certain degree, but the big
payoff comes when students have access to a library. Access to a good
library balances the negative effect of poverty on reading achievement.
Children living in poverty who have access to a good library read nearly as
well as their more wealthy peers, and the reason is no mystery. Research
has clearly and repeatedly shown that children from low-income house-
holds don’t score as well on tests because they don’t have books at home
to practice reading. When they have access to books that they can take
home to read, or have read to them, they fare much better. In an unex-
pected twist, additional direct instruction has a slightly negative effect.

In our data-driven, research-based education climate, this is some
research that is easy and inexpensive to put to use. Allow students to
read what they like, value a book’s interest level over reading level, and
let them take the books home to read on their own or with their adults.
They will become proficient readers and, better yet, they will enjoy read-
ing and go on to become lifelong readers and learners.

*See Links to More Learning in the next column to read more about this
research.
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Is the Library Important?: Multivariate Studies at
the National & International Level

Krashen, S., Lee, S., & McQuillan, J. (2012). Is the Library Important?
Multivariate Studies at the National and International Level. Journal of
Language and Literacy Education [Online], 8(1), 26-38. Available at
http://jolle.coe.uga.edu/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Is-the-Library-
Important.pdf

Dr. Steven Krashen at LAUSD

Watch this 5 minute video of Dr. Krashen’s presentation to the LA
Unified School District Board. Entertaining, informative, and short.
“The better the school library, the higher the reading scores.”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JAui0OGfHQY

Independent Reading and School Achievement
An in-depth paper on a review of the research on independent read-
ing. A bit older: from November 2000. Available at: http://
www.ala.org/aasl/sites/ala.org.aasl/files/content/

aaslpubsandjournals/sir/vol3/SLMR _IndependentReading V3.pdf
Open check out:

Go to the library every week, but your students need to swap

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS

books more often? Ask your school librarian and principal if a 15
minute open checkout period could be carved out of the sched-
ule. Kids can then visit the library to quickly swap out old read-
ing material for new. It would mean more books in the hands of
more kids; more words being added to the word bank; and
more access to that vocabulary vault called the school library.

DIGITAL TOOLS

Teacher Reference Center
Use this to find articles on topics important
to teachers and classroom application.

Enter a search for “Free Voluntary Reading”
for more on this month’s topic.

Access Teacher Reference Center at
www.LiLl.org or see all the tools for
educators at:

http://lili.org/dbs/category/18
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