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Introduction
The National Literacy Trust recognises the importance of technology as a tool for teaching
literacy skills and we are keen to explore this in greater detail. In September 2014, the National
Literacy Trust and RM Books are embarking on a joint study to explore the impact of ebooks on
the reading motivation and reading skills of children and young people in around 100 primary
and secondary schools across the UK. Final conclusions will be published in October 2015. In
preparation, this rapid literature review explores some of the research currently available on the
role that technology plays in the literacy lives of young people.

Overview
While ebooks have been around for many years, recent rapid improvements in the versatility
and affordability of e-readers and tablets, along with increased access to broadband internet,
have lead to a dramatic rise in household ownership of these devices. Between 2012 and 2013,
the proportion of children responding to the National Literacy Trust’s annual literacy survey who
owned an e-reader rose from 20% to 30%, while tablet ownership increased from 38% to 65%
and smartphone ownership from 38% to 70%. A 2013 Ofcom survey1 found that tablet use at
home by children aged 5 to15 almost tripled between 2012 and 2013, rising from 14% to 42%,.
Electronic publishing has also developed during this time, allowing readers access to an evergrowing range and quality of ebooks, whenever and wherever they happen to have their
portable device to hand.
Academic and media interest in the difference between reading in print and reading on screen
has grown as devices and software facilitating reading on screen become a greater part of
everyday life, leading to a growing field of observation exploring the relationship between
children’s reading on screen and their reading skills and behaviour. While, until recently, the
quality and quantity of ebooks for children has not been sufficient to provide material for largescale longitudinal studies, many aspects of reading on screen have been explored in a range of
international and national research. This rapid review draws together findings from studies
related to children’s screen reading behaviour, enjoyment and skills, both from secondary
sources and in (as yet unpublished) findings from the National Literacy Trust’s annual literacy
survey 20122, which included questions allowing us to examine the interplay between children’s
use of technology and their reading habits.

Main findings
The National Literacy Trust’s annual literacy survey questions thousands of children and young
people aged 8 to 16 about their literacy behaviours. In 2012, children reported reading more on
computers and other electronic devices than in print form for the first time, confirming the central
role of technology in young people’s literacy lives.
• Almost all (97%) children said they had access to electronic devices such as computers,
tablets, phones and e-readers, and almost all (97%) had access to the internet at home.
• Children were more likely to say that they read on screen than on paper outside school.
68.7% reported reading on a computer, phone or tablet, compared to 61.8% reading in print
(e.g. a book, magazine or newspaper).
• Children were more likely to say that they preferred to read on screen than on paper. More
than half (52.4%) said that they would rather read using electronic devices, compared to just
under a third (32%) who said they would rather read in print.
Research by Scholastic US in 2012 also indicated children and young people’s increasing
preference for reading on screen:
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• The proportion of children who had read an ebook rose from 25% to 46% between 2010 and
2012.
• The proportion who felt that ebooks would have a positive effect on their motivation to read
increased from 33% to 49% over the same period3.
While children and young people feel positive about reading on screen and do so regularly,
concern about the potential negative impact of screen reading has been raised by studies
indicating that some aspects of reading, such as comprehension and recall, may be worse on
screen than on paper. For example:
• A 2005 Swedish study4 found that students learned better when reading from paper, with
researchers concluding “…the e-book presence hinders recall of assimilated information whilst
the presence of the paper support tends to facilitate it.”5
• A trial of Norwegian students in early 2013 found that those who read texts on computers
performed less well on a comprehension test than those who read them on paper, leading the
researcher to speculate: "The ease with which you can find …your progress in the text [on
paper], might be some way of making it less taxing cognitively, so you
Studies have shown reading on screen may offer particular benefits for some children and
young people, for example, those in groups less likely to be reading at the expected level for
their age (such as boys, those from less advantaged backgrounds and less keen or able
readers). These have highlighted potential benefits for both reading motivation and skills in
these groups, for example:
• OECD analysis of the Progress in International Student Assessment (PISA) 2009 found that
although the ‘gender gap’ (a description of the comparatively poor performance of boys in
traditional reading assessments) was still in evidence in both the digital and print reading of 15year-olds across 19 countries, it was narrower for digital reading,7 suggesting: “Boys’ interest
and abilities in digital reading could be exploited to…lead to greater enjoyment of reading and
better proficiency in print reading, as well.”8
• Scholastic US research found that of children who had read an ebook, 26% of boys and
16% of girls said they were reading more books as a result.
• National Literacy Trust research found that boys were significantly more likely to say that
they read on screen (65.7%) than in print (55.4%) outside school. In addition, the gap between
boys and girls reading in print outside school (boys 55.4%; girls 68.3%) narrowed significantly in
relation to reading on screen (boys 65.7%; girls 72.2%)9.
• In 2012, the gap between children from different socioeconomic backgrounds reading
outside school was also more pronounced in print than it was on screen. 54.8% of children
eligible for free school meals (FSM) reported reading in print outside school compared with
64.1% of children who do not receive FSMs). However, 66.8% of children who receive FSMs
said that they read on screen compared with 67.4% of those who do not receive FSMs.
• A 2012 study of 36 struggling readers at KS3 found ‘substantial gains in both accuracy and
comprehension’ following an intervention involving both print and enhanced ebooks10
• A 2013 study of 103 US high school students with dyslexia found that students offered texts
on an iPod touch showed significantly improved reading speed and comprehension compared
with reading on paper.11
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The variety of age groups, subgroups and reading formats involved in published research to
date, alongside changes in technology over time, has made finding areas of consensus among
studies relatively difficult. However, it is possible to find some concurrence around the greater
advantages of a ‘mixed’ reading diet (one that includes both print and screen reading), for
example:
• In the National Literacy Trust’s 2012 annual literacy survey, children who included some
print reading daily reported greater reading enjoyment than those who read on screen only
(51.3% vs. 11.8%) and nearly twice as many children who included some print reading daily
read at above the expected level for their age compared to those who read on screen only
(26.1% vs. 15.5%)12.
• This improved performance in those who read a mixture of formats also applied to the range
of texts being read, with children and young people who included some fiction, whether in print
or on screen, more likely to be reading at above the expected level for their age.
This was also the conclusion of OECD analysis of the Progress in International Student
Assessment (PISA) 2009, which found that: “…although students who read fiction are more
likely to achieve high scores, it is students who read a wide variety of material who perform
particularly well in reading. Also, students who are extensively engaged in online reading
activities …are generally more proficient readers than students who do little online reading.13”

Ebooks and reading behaviour
2012 was the first time that the proportion of respondents to the National Literacy Trust’s annual
literacy survey reporting reading on screen outside school outnumbered those reading in print.
Figure 1: Proportion of children reading in print and on electronic devices
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(Source: National Literacy Trust’s annual literacy survey 2012; N = 34,910)

Children responding to the survey were also more likely to say that they preferred reading on
screen, with more than half (52.4%) saying they would rather read on an electronic device,
compared with just under a third (32%) preferring print. This was evident in responses
relating to reading behaviour, as 38.9% of respondents reported reading daily on screen
only, 33.2% reporting reading daily both in print and on screen and only 27.9% reporting
reading daily in print alone.
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