
LIFTING LITERACY LEVELS THROUGH BOOKS 

Warwick B. Elley 

It is over 12 years since I lived and worked in Fiji, but I carry very warm 
memories of my stay here. I remember especially the friendliness of the 
people, the rich variety of cultures, the students' enthusiasm for learning, and 
the receptiveness of the schools for our research. However, the experience 
which has had most impact on my life, and on that of many children and 
teachers elsewhere, is the Book Flood Project which Francis Mangubhai and I 
conducted and evaluated in 12 schools here in South West Viti Levu. Over the 
past 40 years I have carried out many research studies in education, in many 
countries of the world, but none has had the impact of this one. It is not often 
that a simple concept, like flooding a class with high interest books, can have 
such a marked and measurable impact on children's language development. It 
is a concept that has been picked up by educators in Singapore and Brunei, as 
well as in many other Pacific countries, and more recently by the World Bank 
and the International Book Fund. It has been widely quoted in research and 
picked up by teachers, book publishers and librarians in many countries. 

In this address, I would like to revisit the Book Flood study, and describe some 
of the research we and others have done which supports and extends this work. 
Indeed, I have been so persuaded by our own findings, that I am retiring early 
in order to continue with literacy campaigns in the primary schools of other 
developing countries. 

Before I discuss the details of our research, however, I would like to raise some 
more general issues about the state of global literacy. Not everyone agrees that 
literacy is good. Not everyone believes, for instance, that third world countries 
should spend precious funds on raising literacy levels. Indeed, many scholars 
argue that literacy has been oversold, that its benefits have never been well 
documented, that increased literacy in the third world is politically destabilising, 
it perpetuates inequalities, it is disruptive of families and increasingly irrelevant 
in today's world. This is dangerous talk, at a time when many third world 
governments are looking for excuses to reduce funding on literacy causes. 
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What dictator would not love to be advised that it is better to spend funds on 
caissons, bridges, hospitals and airports than on creating literate, potentially 
critical citizens? How important is literacy? 

Let us consider first the traditional case for literacy in today's world. As 
UNESCO has it, literacy is a fundamental human right and a cornerstone of 
democracy. In those societies where most can read and write, the illiterate is 
dependent and powerless, unable to participate fully in the political process and 
prone to exploitation by the ruthless politician, landlord or salesman. And in 
third world societies, where few can read and write, there is little hope for the 
development of a stable democratic order or of sustainable economic growth. 
In the global grab for trade opportunities such countries consistently lose out, 
and while the knowledge gap between rich and poor nations accelerates, we can 
scarcely expect those at the bottom of the economic ladder to catch up - in 
education, in technology, in productivity. Literacy does not guarantee 
intellectual and economic development, but I will argue that it is a key 
prerequisite. 

Let me highlight the problem of the knowledge gap with a few statistics. 
Recent figures on global literacy show: 

1. That today over 950 million adults cannot read and write, about 1 in 5. 

2. That figure will increase to a billion by 2000. When I started teaching 
45 years ago, it was only 700 million. 

3. 98% of these adults live in developing countries - which is where most 
population growth will occur next century. 

4. Nearly two thirds of the illiterate are women, the mothers of the next 
generation. 

5. 130 million children of school age have never seen the inside of a 
classroom. 

6. Expenditure on education per pupil in low income countries has declined 
in the 1980s and is now only 1/50 of that in OECD countries. 
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If you accept the view that literacy is a good, then, by any standards of human 
decency or human rights, these figures are scandalous. They are an indictment 
on recent policies aimed at universal literacy. 

Perhaps you are sceptical about UNESCO statistics. One of the reasons why I 
threw my efforts into our IEA Reading Literacy project - for over four years -
was that I did not trust their literacy statistics. There must be better ways to 
characterise literacy levels. After all, literacy cannot be accurately assessed by 
counting the number of people who completed 4 or 6 years at school. 
Enrolment in school does not equate with adequate literacy. I could quote 
many examples of this. Again, literacy is surely not an all-or-nothing affair. 
People can read and write some things but not others. They read better or 
worse, in this context, not that, for this purpose, not that. There are many 
kinds of literacies. Many of us have trouble with legal documents, or computer 
manuals, or James Joyce, or post-modernist literature. UNESCO figures blur 
these nice distinctions. So we set out, in this IEA project, to document the 
quality of literacy learning in 32 school systems around the world, using many 
diverse literacy tasks. 

After countless meetings and debates, through 1988 and 1989, after meticulous 
efforts to produce fair assessment measures, after testing and processing the 
work of 210,000 carefully selected students, in these 32 countries, we were 
finally able to put some flesh on those dismal skeletal statistics of UNESCO's. 
Yes, there is a hugh literacy gap between rich and poor countries. 

For instance, our figures show that over 90% of 14-year-olds in the developed 
world can fill in a simple form requiring name, age and address. In Botswana, 
only 11% of 14-year-olds in school could do this. Again, 75% of students in 
developed countries could read a technical report on the dangers of smoking 
and identify the author's main point. In Botswana only 16% could. In Finland, 
80% of 9-year-olds could use a bus timetable correctly; in Trinidad and Tobago 
only 19% could. In New Zealand, 80% of 9-year-olds could read a short story 
about an old man whose family was unkind to him, and could infer how he 
must have felt; in Venezuela only 30% could. 

Overall, the highest achieving countries on our IEA reading measures averaged 
75% to 80%. In the poorest countries, children who had been in school for just 
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as long, averaged only 35%. That is nowhere near enough to cope with the 
literacy tasks of secondary schools, or of local newspapers or of white collar 
jobs. In an increasingly information laden world, these literacy gaps are 
increasing and in my view, they translate into knowledge gaps, and economic 
gaps and, indirectly, into quality of life gaps. 

To reiterate my first thesis, the global literacy gap is wide and increasing. Yet 
those who cannot read competently when they leave school have little chance of 
coping with the secondary selection exams that control entry to further 
schooling in most developing countries. And even if they could, they could not 
cope with the academic secondary curricula. So they leave school, condemned 
to a backwater life of what we regard as unrealised potential. I often wonder 
how many Platos and Shakespeares and Einsteins and Beebys - or Brontes and 
Indira Gandhis and Janet Frames and Marie Clays - how many such people 
have lived and died, unrecognised, uncultivated and unsung among the illiterate 
millions of our time? Will it be any different next century? 

A few years ago I was fortunate to make the acquaintance of an African 
scholar, Nyi Akinnaso, who was studying in the US. He had been born on a 
cocoa farm in the 1940s in a small rural community in south west Nigeria. His 
father had four wives and eight children. Only one of the 500 village 
inhabitants could read and write. There was no school or church. Ancestor 
worship was the norm, but Nyi's father was converted to Christianity about 
1950. Nyi was lucky. He was sent to a school which started up in the next 
village. He studied hard, earned scholarships, went to high school and did well. 
Returning to his village, he became a local celebrity and an advisor to the local 
farmers' co-operative. Amongst other contributions, he succeeded in identifying 
a corrupt secretary who had been embezzling the village funds. He also tells a 
fascinating story of how he learned to read and write in three languages, of the 
discontinuities that grew up between his early life and that of his later career. 
He read the Bible to his family for a while, and they were grateful, but they 
could never understand his interest in Shakespeare, or Latin, or dictionaries or 
English grammar. Eventually he left the village, studied at university and took 
his PhD in literacy studies in New York. When I last saw him, he was writing 
learned essays on literacy and the individual consciousness, in impeccable 
English, exploring the assumptions of academics who write about the impact of 
literacy on the human psyche. I felt humbled by his conversation but impressed 
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by his story. My point is that, given the chance, his seven siblings could 
probably have accomplished just as much. In a world without books, their 
cognitive potential will never be realised. Perhaps we in the rest of the world 
are the losers too. 

So literacy has contributed much to the self-development of many individuals. 
The world is richer for their accomplishments. But literacy as a collective 
phenomenon is also a subject of considerable empirical study. Many literacy 
campaigns have been planned, funded, conducted - and failed. Many others, 
less notorious and rarely reported, have succeeded, not only in teaching large 
numbers of villagers or children to read and write, but also in enhancing their 
lifestyles. What have they achieved? 

During the 1970s and 1980s a number of empirical studies appeared, of the 
impact of primary education on agricultural productivity and health status in 
low income countries. And the news was surprisingly encouraging, even 
though the criteria were narrow. In a review of 18 follow-up studies, Marlaine 
Lockheed (1980) detected positive effects of primary schooling in most cases, 
not all. The author estimated that four years of schooling, on average, 
increased agricultural productivity by about 8%, when other factors were held 
constant. Where modernisation of agricultural methods was occurring (new 
equipment, new crop varieties), the more literate farmers were better able to 
take advantage of its benefits. 

As for health, many studies have now shown that the level of a mother's 
education is the most important factor in her children's life expectancy, and her 
children's level of health. The data show, surprisingly, that the educational 
level of the mother is a better predictor than per capita income, or average 
calorie intake, or number of doctors per capita, for instance. In a review of 
these studies, Susan Cochrane (1980) concluded that an additional year of 
schooling for the mothers results in an average reduction of 9 per 1000 in their 
children's death rates. The tragic irony of such figures, of course, is that the 
female enrolment rates are substantially lower than the male ones, yet the 
father's education appears to contribute much less. 

There is a growing consensus in the empirical work in these areas. During the 
1990s, United Nations reports have been highlighting the need for giving 
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greater priority to primary education. The layperson tends to argue that 
improving per capita income is the key factor in raising third world living 
standards. And one can't do a great deal without income. But, as a recent 
WHO report (by Hammad and Mulholland) points out, the present income level 
of a nation is a poor predictor of the future quality of life of its citizens. 
Money can be used for essential medicines, or building schools - but it can also 
be squandered on addictive drugs or useless monuments or self indulgence for 
the few. A much better predictor of quality of life is provided by the education 
levels of its people, especially its females. There are many third world 
countries, with high per capita incomes and poor infant mortality (e.g. Algeria, 
Ivory Coast, Iran); on the other hand, there are many more countries with low 
per capita incomes and good mortality figures (Tanzania, Ghana, Costa Rica, 
Sri Lanka). What causes the difference? There are many potential 
explanations, but one obvious factor is the literacy levels of the female 
population. An educated mother is a much better mother, other things being 
equal. 

If we accept these arguments, then we in the developed world are surely 
culpable, especially those of us who live in countries with excellent school 
literacy programmes. We could do more. 

But let me wear the sceptic's hat for a minute. There is a large school of 
thought that argues that literacy is neither liberation, nor a basis for economic 
take-off. This belief constitutes what critical theorists call the "Literacy Myth". 
What are the main arguments against universal literacy? I would like to outline 
three arguments central to the debate at present. I am drawing here on the 
work of Harvey Graff, James Gee and Brian Street. 

Arguments against universal literacy 

The first notable critic to attack literacy as a good was the Greek philosopher 
Plato, in the 5th century BC. Writing, he said in the Phaedrus, leads to the 
deterioration of human memory. It provides a mental crutch which saves us 
from really learning something properly. If we write things down, we don't 
need to internalise them. They don't become part of our mental world. Plato 
argued that you only know something properly when you can explain it and 
defend it in a face-to-face oral situation. Putting it in writing avoids 
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questioning, avoids argument and lends your text an authority it does not 
deserve. 

Many think Plato had a point there. We often do write things down to 
remember them, and promptly forget them in doing so. A blind scholar I met 
here in Suva, has an extraordinary memory for anything he hears read to him. 
Why? Because he knows he has to learn it on the first occasion. He cannot 
ask people to read it twice, and he does not write it down, so he learns it the 
first time, and helps his memory along by talking about it. Writing something 
down does not always mean we will learn it more thoroughly. 

But let's consider Plato's argument seriously. Does writing weaken the 
memory? Not really. There may be some who forget what they wrote down, 
and never come to know it well. But writing is an active process. If you take 
notes from a lecture you usually have to select highlights, transform it. 
paraphrase it - you have the opportunity to re-read it and learn it thoroughly. 
Studies of lecture note-taking show that students who write the most in lectures. 
do well in exams. 

And those who write down their plans and ideas have access to a tool which 
raises the quality of their thinking in ways which the illiterate is denied. EM. 
Forster put it neatly when he asked "How do I know what I think till I see what 
I write?" Much of our best thinking is done with pen in hand or with word 
processor at hand. Once our message or creative idea is in writing, we can 
return to it often to revise, clarify, rewrite. And so can the reader. My spoken 
words are transitory, whether I lecture, or carry on a Platonic dialogue. The 
event of my talking is over quickly, and we'll all forget, or distort whatever we 
can recall. But if it is written down, you or I can come back to it as often as 
we like - to reconsider it or rubbish it, or remember it, as we wish. 

Moreover, we don't lose the opportunity to talk about things, just because they 
are written down. The fact that Plato's thoughts are still discussed so widely 
today is evidence of the value of recording them. For many generations after 
the fall of Greece they were lost. If they had never been recorded they would 
have been lost forever. 

A second claim against the benefits of literacy is made by the American 
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authority on the history of literacy, Harvey Graff. Using the example of 
Sweden, he takes a different line from Plato. If we are to believe the "Literacy 
Myth", as Graff calls it, the widespread ability to read and write is supposed to 
promote national development, democracy, economic growth and modernisation. 
According to Swedish historians, such as Egil Johansson, the whole population 
of Sweden was literate in the 18th and 19th centuries. This impressive feat 
took place in a land of poverty - a land which had few schools, or democratic 
institutions and little freedom of speech or thought. But did this situation 
change as a result of this extraordinary accomplishment? Not at all. The 
Swedes remained a poor nation, autocratically ruled, and not notable for their 
critical awareness. There was no outpouring of intellectual ferment, no 
renaissance literacy period, no new industrial technology, no economic takeoff. 
Where are the benefits of their literacy? 

What about this claim? Is it true that literacy is irrelevant to national 
development? It is certainly true that King Charles XI did introduce a church 
law in Sweden in 1686, designed to make it compulsory for all Swedish citizens 
to learn to read and learn their Catechism and Christian Bible. It is true that 
these skills were necessary to become confirmed into the Lutheran Church and 
until citizens were confirmed they could not marry, nor take communion. What 
better incentive to learn to read? This policy certainly worked - much more 
efficiently than the UNESCO Experimental World Literacy Schemes of the 
1970s. 

Swedish historians have detailed evidence of the rise of literacy from 1686 to 
the 19th century from the records of Church examinations. The results of these 
annual examinations rated all citizens on a 5-point achievement-based scale 
(from can't read through beginning to read, to can read a little, to can read 
acceptably, to can read). The teaching was done largely by parents and 
clergy, without public schools - and it followed the very mechanical teaching 
procedures of the synthetic alphabet method - learn letter names first, then 
syllables, then words. 

But what did being literate mean? It meant for most of the population, the 
ability to read aloud the sacred texts, and subsequently to memorise large 
sections of them. Note that it did not entail writing at all, and it was confined 
almost entirely to religious language - to the Lutheran Bible and Catechism and 
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divine prayer. There was little scope for pleasure in reading, for picture story 
books that developed the imagination, for vocabulary development or for 
reading of magazines or newspapers, nothing on current affairs, the world of 
trade, industry or social life. No personal letters, advertisements, legal 
documents or Government decrees. No wonder this kind of literacy had little 
impact on the national or economic development of Sweden. Reading was too 
restricted in its functions and its intent. There was so little to read that would 
promote national development. Surely this is not an adequate test case to refute 
the benefits of literacy. It was a very limited form of literacy compared with 
our official definition today, such as that adopted for our IEA study: viz - "the 
ability to understand and use all those written language forms that are required 
by society and/or valued by the individual". 

The widespread ability to read and write in Sweden was a very special narrow 
kind of literacy and should not be used as a general case to undermine faith. 

A third argument supporting the so-called "Literacy Myth" comes from two 
psychologists. Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole spent many years in Liberia, 
West Africa, studying the Vai people, who developed a new script and taught 
themselves to read without schools. The Vai are a predominantly rural tribe, 
poor and isolated from mainstream African culture. A few of them do send 
their children to town for an Anglo-American style education; some of the Vai 
children attend local rural schools where they learn to read Arabic and 
memorise the Quran; others again learn the Vai script at school, others at home, 
but many are completely illiterate. This complex, multi-lingual situation 
provided Scribner and Cole with the ideal natural laboratory, to test out the 
effects of literacy vs non-literacy, and literacy vs schooling. The researchers 
devised and adapted many tests of reasoning and abstract thinking and 
classification tasks, and after testing some 700 Vai adults, they found that 
literacy by itself, does not promote higher-order intellectual skills. The Vai 
literates did no better on their reasoning tasks than the Vai who had not learned 
to read. What did produce gains in intellectual growth was formal schooling -
the more schooling, the more reasoning skill. But "literacy is not the same as 
schooling", they argued. Literacy without schooling was not a source of 
intellectual growth, according to the common interpretations of these 
anthropological studies. Indeed, this study became a main plank in the case for 
the so called "Literacy Myth". It crops up in nearly every criticism of the 
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concept. 

But the anthropologists and critical theorists who cite this research are telling us 
only part of the story. What did the Vai people use their written script for? 
Mostly for writing short personal letters, and occasionally for record-keeping of 
people's names, amounts paid for religious purposes, business ledgers, and clan 
histories. These are, by most criteria, fairly limited functions - mostly brief, 
factual, and occasional. There would be little opportunity for story reading, 
vocabulary study, syntactic development, abstract reasoning, growth in 
imagination and the like. Again it is very limited kind of literacy. Indeed, it 
would certainly not qualify as literacy in our schools. The Vai children may 
have learned to read aloud, but they did not learn enough to comprehend what 
they read. This was explained by their teachers. So the students did not 
acquire the ability to understand and use print at all well. Not a good test case! 

Scribner and Cole had other opportunities to test whether Vai literates had 
acquired any other advantages over their non-literate peers. Good letter writing, 
according to language specialists, requires the ability to put oneself in the 
reader's shoes, to consider their needs. So the researchers adapted a 
communication task to see whether literate Vai were better at explaining a new 
game (like Ludo) to a person who did not know it. The results were clear-cut. 
The literates put their explanations in context for the reader, and communicated 
with a clear sense of audience. The non-literate did not. 

As Scribner and Cole put it, "This work stands as the first clear-cut evidence 
that personal engagement in reading and writing does have psychological 
consequences". One cannot help feeling that if they read and wrote more often, 
for a wider range of functions and acquired more skills, the Vai would have 
benefited in other ways too. 

In view of the restricted purposes for which the Vai people used literacy, it is 
not surprising that it had little effect on such a stable, enduring quality as 
reasoning ability - which even in highly literate societies, with sophisticated 
school systems, is hard to modify or accelerate. In other words, the case for 
literacy is not refuted by this research. 

There are other critical theorists who argue the case against literacy on the 

52 



grounds that it does not really empower the student. British writer, Brian 
Street, for instance, claims that literacy has been unduly reified, and that it has 
no logical consequences, no community benefits. He has collected case studies 
from Papua New Guinea, Madagascar, and Sierra Leone which he claims break 
down the notion that literacy provides autonomy, or rationality, or increased 
critical awareness. In many third world villages, children struggle hard to attain 
literacy, only to lose it again - because there is so little to read. In other cases 
they adapt it to suit their own purposes rather than those of their teachers. The 
people of Gapun, in PNG, for instance, were taught to read by the missionaries. 
However, they rarely read or write about the Christian message, its original 
purpose. They write notes to each other - about personal and community 
matters, and develop rituals for passing them on. Surely that is fine. It shows 
that literacy is a versatile tool, capable of being used for a variety of functions, 
once it is mastered. The problem in most of Brian Street's case studies, in my 
view, is that the kind of literacy acquired is always too limited. Once students 
can read independently, and once there is something useful or interesting to 
read, then I would argue that it can, and often does, have beneficial effects. It 
is true that literacy, defined narrowly as the ability to read basic structured 
reading texts or simple religious messages, may not be empowerment, but it is a 
key first step. 

If we agree that literacy is a key factor in personal and national development, 
and that we could do much better, where should we be looking? The recipe 
that I have been promoting is one that emerges from our own research, here in 
the South Pacific. The best answer lies in lots of goods books, and a simple 
teaching procedure to get children hooked on them. Let me elaborate. 

In 1978, when I was working here at the USP, the Director of Education in 
Niue, Peter De'Ath (a Kiwi with an interest in reading) asked me to help him 
evaluate a new Reading Programme which he had set up in Niue primary 
schools - all six of them. Single-handedly, he devised the Fiafia Reading 
Programme (Fiafia = Fun). It consisted of a series of exciting illustrated story 
books, tailored to the interests of Niuean children. He trained the Class 3 
teachers to use the Shared Book Approach or Shared Reading. This is a 
method developed by Don Holdaway in Auckland schools, and widely used 
throughout New Zealand. Children are introduced to the new book, in blown 
up format, in a shared setting, the teacher reading it aloud and discussing its 
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pictures and story line with the class. Following several repetitions on 
subsequent days, the children gradually join in the reading, and after discussion 
of difficult words and phrases - at the point of interest - and after suitable 
follow up activities, they soon master the language of that story, with minimal 
effort or tension. 

With the aid of these simple books, and the Shared Book method, Class 3 
teachers in Niue were able to bring about dramatic improvements in their 
children's reading comprehension, word recognition, oral language, and their 
interest in reading. The details of the formal evaluation are recorded elsewhere, 
but the message is important here. When the children are intrinsically 
interested in a story, as these children undoubtedly were, language learning is 
rapid and pleasurable. 

For a variety of reasons, the message of the Niuean experience was not quickly 
adopted by other South Pacific educators. Therefore we planned further studies 
of book-based language programmes in several Pacific countries, the major one 
being the 'Fiji Book Flood', 1980-81. With financial aid from New Zealand 
IYC Telethon Trust and the New Zealand Council for Educational Research we 
bought a large supply of high interest, attractively illustrated story books and 
distributed them to eight selected rural primary schools in Fiji, for use in 
Classes 4 and 5 - 250 books per class. The teachers in half the schools were 
trained to use the Shared Book method of introducing the children to the books; 
the other half received no special training - merely the request to promote the 
books, by displaying and reading them aloud, and to see that the children read 
them silently for up to half an hour each day. The progress of these 500 pupils 
in eight schools was carefully monitored over two school years, and compared 
with that of matched control groups of nearly 200 pupils drawn from other rural 
schools in similar circumstances. 

The results, once again, showed marked benefits for those pupils who had 
regular access to story books. In the first eight months, they showed impressive 
gains in reading and listening; by the end of the second year the effects had 
increased, and had clearly spread to writing, vocabulary, and use of grammatical 
structures; furthermore - and this gives rise for much optimism - the children 
who gained most in these literacy measures showed striking improvement in the 
content subjects of their Fiji National Examination, taken some 15 months after 
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the beginning of the project. The mean percentage marks of the pupils 
following the Shared Book method showed a 16 percent advantage in the 
English Examination over the control groups, while the corresponding figures 
for General Studies (Science and Social Science), Mathematics and Fijian 
Studies were respectively 11 percent, 12 percent and 7 percent. The figures for 
the Silent Reading group were very similar in most areas, although slightly less 
impressive. Looked at another way, the examination pass rates for these Book 
Flood pupils rose 40 percent in 16 months. Indeed, one of these small rural 
schools produced the second to top scholar in Fiji, a cause for much delight and 
surprise all round. 

The greater fluency and confidence shown by the 'frequent readers' is clearly 
seen in their written compositions, in which pupils described a picture series 
about a fire in a village. The modal mark given in the Shared Book group was 
9 out of 10. These pupils had better sentence structure, more varied 
vocabulary, and fewer spelling or grammatical errors. Sample openings in 
compositions given 9/10 were: 

One morning when Luke's mother was washing, and the men were drinking 
yaqona, Luke was boiling the water. 

One day, Tomasi's mother was washing clothes beside the river, Tomasi's 
father was drinking yaqona under a shady tree, Tomasi was cooking the food 
beside their house, and his brother was carrying buckets of water. 

By contrast, the modal mark in the control group was 2 out of 10. These 
compositions usually had a least 12 grammar or spelling mistakes in the first 15 
lines; they showed no fluency or 'sentence-sense', and the story was often 
incoherent. 

Some examples (given a mark of 2) from the Control Group were: 

Is ther was the women in the tree. mother sitg in the tree there was a 
looking at hes mother... 

One day there boy S e r u is make the tea to drinkng his morth was the colth... 
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One day morning their were a house any village by the sea... 

Similar contrasts were found in the grammatical sentences test. 

While the two book-based methods showed parallel gains in many cases, a 
class-by-class analysis revealed that those teachers who used the Shared Book 
method as we suggested, gained spectacular results, well ahead of the Silent 
Reading group averages. And the one control group, whose teacher read 
regularly to her children, showed impressive gains also. 

Similarly encouraging findings supporting a Shared Book approach to literacy 
development were found in follow-up research in Kiribati primary schools in 
1982, in a study by Jane Ricketts of the effects of story-reading (aloud) in Suva 
schools, and in studies of individual tutoring of slow readers in Suva. Not only 
do children seem to learn language rapidly with a shared story book approach, 
but they clearly enjoy the process. Moreover, the gains were cumulative over 
time, making for better results as the children matured, unlike many studies 
which show only temporary spurts. 

I returned to New Zealand shortly after the Fiji Book Flood study was 
completed, but the task of promoting its message has been capably carried on 
and exemplified in the work of Barbara Moore, Jane Ricketts, Teraka Biribo, 
Siu Cocker and many others through the South Pacific Literacy Project and the 
UNESCO BELS Programme. The message has been extended also in other 
parts of the world, with very encouraging results. The Singapore Ministry of 
Education heard the message in 1984 and asked Dr Ng Seok Moi and me to 
help them establish a new Reading Programme in Singapore primary schools, 
following similar principles to those of our Book Flood. Starting with 30 
Primary 1 classes, they flooded the classrooms with high interest, illustrated 
story books, and trained the teachers to use the Shared Reading method and a 
modified Language Experience Approach. The teachers were initially sceptical 
of what they saw as a kind of play-way approach. How could this help children 
pass their examinations? 

Within a few weeks, however, they saw the children were not only enjoying the 
stories, but learning a great deal of English language, and the teachers changed 
their tune. The test results were also positive. The children improved their 
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reading, writing, word-recognition and oral language, and examination results 
were consistently better than those of control groups. 

In the second year, the Ministry of Education expanded the REAP programme 
to 90 classrooms, then to 120 and by the fifth year they have gone national. 

Shortly afterwards, the Brunei Government heard about the benefits of REAP, 
and invited Seok Moi to set up a similar project in Brunei primary schools, 
again with very positive results. In recent years I have been collecting evidence 
of other research studies which are consistent with the findings of these 
projects. It seems that the benefits of book-based programmes are becoming 
widely recognised in many countries. 

For instance, a Book Flood in Spanish was conducted in Tempe, Arizona 
(Schon et al.) with 49 Hispanic 7-9 year olds, in four elementary schools. 
After eight months, these children showed superior gains in Spanish reading 
comprehension, vocabulary, reading speed and attitudes, at no cost to their 
English language achievement. 

Supporting evidence comes also from a study of Pakistani ESL students in the 
UK, who read silently from self-selected books in daily one hour sessions. 
Significant gains were registered, after only 12 weeks, in reading 
comprehension, vocabulary, and writing (Hafiz and Tudor, 1989). 

In a Canadian study (Lightbown, 1989) Francophone 8-10-year-olds in New 
Brunswick read daily from a wide variety of English books while listening to 
tape recordings of the text. No deliberate teaching or oral instruction took 
place in these sessions, yet they proved more effective than the parallel aural-
oral programmes, and were more popular with the children. 

Dina Feitelson conducted two studies in Israel, to investigate the impact of daily 
story reading to 5 and 6-year-olds - one study with Hebrew children, and one 
with Arab children (Feitelson et al., 1986 and 1990). Again, the results showed 
strong positive results across a wide range of language tests. 

All of these projects produced positive results. The children enjoyed the books, 
they learned new vocabulary, they developed positive feelings about books, they 
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improved their reading and writing skills and often their general achievement in 
other subjects. And the beauty of the Book Flood approach is that it does not 
require long periods of teacher training. It is true that some teachers can run 
more exciting Shared Reading programmes than others, but most teachers can 
find ways of getting children immersed in a good story. They do not need 
university degrees and post-graduate diplomas to do this. 

Why are book-based programmes more successful than instruction that focuses 
on logical structures, brick-building approaches - which have been so commonly 
used in third world countries? What are the crucial factors? Could it work with 
fewer books, or without shared reading, at any level of the school? How much 
directed instruction is necessary? What kinds of books are best? These are 
provocative questions and we don't have all the answers. 

However, I have been addressing some of these matters in my own research at 
Canterbury. 

1. What do children learn from being read to? 

We have now conducted five studies which showed that children learn 
much language, just from listening to a good story read aloud by the 
teacher. We used several different story books - Three Ducks Went 
Wandering, Gumdrop at Sea, and Rapscallion Jones, with children in 
Fiji, Niue, Kiribati and Christchurch. 

I reported on these studies at the Hobart Conference in 1988, but in brief 
we found: 

a) Children improve their vocabulary levels by 15-20% just by 
listening to the story (three times) - without explanations by the 
teacher. 

b) When teachers help the children's understanding with short simple 
explanations of unfamiliar words in passing, the gains in 
vocabulary reached 40%. 
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c) The language is not forgotten. Indeed the children showed no loss 
in vocabulary after three months. 

(d) The slow readers learned just as much as the good readers. 

After conducting these studies, it is hard not to believe that good literature has 
much pay-off, not just in expanding children's imaginations and horizons, but 
also their language. Jane Ricketts' research here in Suva is consistent with 
these findings. Her 11-year-old children, read to for 20 minutes over eight 
months, improved their reading and listening skills faster than control groups. 
Lesley Morrow's work in the US and Diana Feitelson's in Israel only confirm 
these trends. In Diana's study, two classes of 1st graders were read to for 20 
minutes daily from a book series about the pranks of a mischievous monkey. 
After six months, the children were well ahead of control groups in decoding, 
reading comprehension and oral language story retelling, and attitudes to 
reading. 

As Stephen Krashen puts it, all children benefit from lots of high interest, low 
risk comprehensible input. Story reading is not just a frill. It is a productive 
exercise. When children are listening to a good book that holds their attention, 
they are learning much about the vocabulary, syntax and logic of their 
language. It is no wonder that our IEA survey of Reading Literacy (Elley, 
1992) showed that countries where teachers read aloud to their classes regularly, 
produced higher reading scores than those who did not. It is no wonder that in 
our survey of 75 teachers in Canterbury, those who read aloud the most 
produced the largest gains in reading. This is part of the success formula for 
Book Floods. 

2. How important is independent silent reading? 

Many teachers around the world like to tell children how to read. Others 
believe we learn to read by reading - from interesting self-selected books. 
What is the best ratio of telling them, to letting them read? As I interpret the 
research, it is clear. The more time children spend actually reading the better. 

Confirming evidence comes from many quarters. In the US, studies at the 
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Centre for the Study of Reading (Anderson et al., 1986) show that regular 
readers showed larger gains in reading comprehension and vocabulary from 
Grade 2 to Grade 5. Keith Stanovich (1992) has reported several studies which 
show that those who score well on a measure of exposure to books are those 
who read best. The IEA Survey of Reading Literacy (Elley, 1992) showed that 
countries which allow more time for silent reading produce higher reading 
achievement in their pupils. These, and other studies, are consistent with our 
Book Flood findings, that time spent in silent reading is productive time. In an 
age when children have so many counter-attractions outside school, we must 
find more time in the school programme for sustained silent reading, and of 
course, richer supplies of books to choose from. There is no substitute for 
interacting with an absorbing book. 

3. How important is shared reading? 

This method requires more expertise than merely story-reading aloud, or silent 
reading. However, it is an important supplement. The key features are that 
teacher and children share a good story, reading it together several times, and 
discussing the content and the language in a non-threatening context. The book 
is large enough that all can see the print; the teacher provokes discussion -
about the story, the pictures, the language - and learning takes place at the point 
of interest. Returning to the same language several times - by re-reading, 
acting out, re-writing the story with different endings, illustrating it - all these 
features help reinforce the learning. And an alert teacher will soon detect 
which language points to highlight. 

It is hard to identify the crucial aspects of this whole experience - most teachers 
will vary it to maintain interest. But the overall method has been given very 
positive results from our studies in Niue, Fiji and Singapore. In Canterbury 
schools, the teachers who produced the best results used it more often. In a 
recent New Zealand study I made of the top 20 Standard 3 classes in our IEA 
survey, all teachers were making regular use of it. I am persuaded by my own 
data, and my observations of the whites of the children's eyes, that it has 
tremendous potential for raising children's literacy levels in low income 
countries. I would like to help contribute to this cause in the years to come. 
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Conclusion 

One final point which should clinch my argument. It is frequently claimed that 
most children will learn to read and write under any reasonable kind of 
programme, and that is partly true. Most children can adapt well to their 
teacher's expectations, and some learn in spite of the instructional programme. 
But one analysis we did in the IEA project challenges this comfortable view 
that method is not important. It suggests that some kinds of programmes 
produce more good readers and fewer poor readers than others. 

We asked all 9-year-olds to tell us how to become a good reader - in your 
country. We gave them eleven options to choose three from. As expected 
most said, 'You have to have time to read', and 'you have to like reading'. 
But when we checked out the responses of the best 20% of 9-year-olds in each 
country, we found some revealing contrasts. In countries where achievement 
levels are highest - (New Zealand, Finland, Sweden, France, USA etc.) - the 
best readers stressed the importance of three key characteristics - having lots of 
good books around, having a vivid imagination, and learning many new 
words. That sounds healthy. Now compare it with what the best readers in 
low scoring countries thought. You have to know how to sound out the 
words, you have to have lots of drill at the hard things, and you have to be 
told how to do it. Do these answers signify a healthy reading programme? I 
think not. The moral should be clear. We can lift literacy levels with lots of 
lively books, and teaching methods that encourage children to use them. The 
evidence is there. The challenge is to put it into practice. 
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