
 

E-Reading and Boys: The Future of Reading in a Digital World? 
 

David Hegarty – Belmont Hill School, Belmont, Massachusetts USA 
 

 
 

Abstract 
 

A group of Grade 7 and Grade 9 boys participated in an action research project which included a 

period of time in which the boys were on holidays. The research question was:  

 

How can using e-readers support and enhance the leisure reading habits of a select group of 7th 

and 9th graders?  

 

The aim of the research was to determine if using an e-reading device would have any impact on 

the leisure reading experience of middle school boys. Boys were grouped together and each 

group provided with a Kindle for approximately four weeks. While most of the boys enjoyed 

using the Kindle, there was a sentiment among some that the printed book still had a significant 

role in their reading for leisure and in their academic life. Some of the results highlighted an 

awareness of the importance of reading, the importance that reading choice plays in the lives of 

boys, and the potential academic use of e-reading devices. 

 

Introduction 
This action research project was focused on how e-reading devices could support and enhance 

the leisure reading habits of a group of students. Throughout my interactions with the 

participants, as well as the Belmont Hill student population in general, it became apparent that 

reading from digital devices was becoming pervasive in their lives. Perhaps not surprising when 

one thinks about the growth of the various electronic devices over the last 10 years. As Peters 

notes,  



 

new personal, portable electronic reading appliances—Kindle is the current darling—may 

result in an increased interest and long-term growth in reading. Never before has so much 

reading material been so easily and quickly available to so many people (2009, online). 

 

As a school librarian for more than 10 years and a History teacher tasked with reading and 

grading many essays and papers each school year, it is reasonable to assume that the student who 

is a reader, that is, he reads for pleasure, generally hands in papers which are more well-

developed and expansive. This got me thinking. During the relatively short duration of the 

project, would the experience of reading, by those who love reading, change by using an e-

reading device? For the reluctant reader, would the ability to choose his own reading material 

make him more inclined to read? While the focus would be on leisure reading, would the data 

determine the fate of introducing digital devices into the classroom for academic purposes? 

Lastly, would more students be likely to embrace reading if it was available on an e-reader 

device? 

 

Literature Review 
When it comes to valuing reading as a leisure activity, it would seem that girls and boys are 

clearly at different ends of the spectrum. According to the publisher Scholastic (2010, p. 24), 

“boys see reading as less important than girls do, with only 39% of boys saying that reading is 

extremely or very important versus 62% of girls.” 

 

Kindlon and Thompson (1999) support these findings with Smith and Wilhelm (2002, p. xix) 

noting that “boys learn to read later than girls and never catch up. They trail girls on almost 

every literacy measure in every country and culture from which data are available.” In the United 

States, Tyre (2006, p. 44) acknowledged that this widening achievement gap between boys and 

girls “has profound implications for the economy, society, families and democracy.” 

According to Klecker (2004, p. 50), the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

report found that, “the reading gender gap spans every racial and ethnic group, and boys trail 

girls in reading regardless of income, disability, or English-speaking ability.” 

 



It is Sullivan (2009 p. 2), however, who offers some suggestions on how to address this issue. He 

believes that “we must address the boys’ reading problem, one boy at a time” and offers ideas 

such as connecting boys to reading material that is non-linear and has a technical component.  

 

Sullivan is supported by researchers, including Broaddus, Ivey and Worthy (2001), Baxter and 

Kochel (2007), Hamston and Love (2005) and Smith (2004), who agree that it is important to 

allow boys to have a say in what they can read for pleasure, including magazines, comics, and 

graphic novels. Similarly, getting the recommendation of friends and family also can play a role 

in boys’ interest in reading (Newkirk, 2002). If boys are to choose reading as a legitimate part of 

their lifestyle, then connecting them to reading choices and formats might be the first step 

towards this goal. 

 

However, giving boys choice and connecting them to different formats is not the complete 

answer to engaging boys in reading for pleasure. Newkirk (2002) and Gurian (2009) have written 

on the physicality of boys. For some boys, the quiet contemplation involved in the turning of the 

page of a book is not in tune with their physical ways. Gunter and Kenny (2008) and Chera and 

Wood (2003) have recognized the role of newer media in enhancing boys’ reading habits and 

Larson (2010, online) suggests that “e-books might appeal to young teen boys who are reluctant 

readers.” Scholastic’s study noted that “57% of the children, ages 9-17, who were surveyed, were 

interesting in reading books on a digital device” (2010, p.15). 

 

It would seem that e-readers, being both interactive and digital, combined with boys’ choice over 

what they read, might help to enthuse boys to engage in reading for pleasure. 

 

Research Context 
Belmont Hill School is located in Belmont, Massachusetts. It is a school dedicated to developing 

boys in mind, body, and spirit. The school challenges and supports students in and beyond the 

classroom and strives for excellence, honoring clear thinking and creativity, competition and 

teamwork, tradition and vision. The students, faculty, and staff embrace honest effort, curiosity, 

courage, and compassion. Working together, the school seeks to foster in each boy good 

character, commitment to service, global responsibility, and a passion for lifelong learning. 



Belmont Hill enrolls just over 440 boys in grades 7 through 12. Most are day students from over 

61 Boston area communities with diverse economic, ethnic, and racial backgrounds. Class sizes 

are small, with the average size being 11 students.  

 

The eighteen participants in this action research project were drawn from Grade 7 (ages 12–13) 

and Grade 9 (ages 14–15). The nine Grade 9 boys were my advisees and the nine Grade 7 boys 

were the advisees of an English Department colleague. They participated in the project on a 

voluntary basis and represented the whole spectrum of reading ability. Most of the boys were 

excited about using e-reading devices. 

 

This action research was based on models developed by Stringer (2008) and Mills (2011). 

Additionally, the process of using structured and unstructured interviews, as developed by 

Hendricks (2009), was also utilized. I met informally with all 18 boys prior to the beginning of 

the formal research to gauge their level of interest. As I taught and met daily with nine of the 

students, I had a general sense of their reading interests and abilities. Similarly, in talking with 

the English teacher of the other nine boys, I was able to ascertain their reading interests and 

abilities. 

 

Data Collection 
I used qualitative techniques such as questionnaires and interviews for compiling my data 

collection. A questionnaire was developed using SurveyMonkey. Most of the questions were 

open-ended and and included questions that covered format.  

 

As I had only nine Kindle e-reading devices, the Grade 9 participants were the first user, and had 

a total of four weeks to pursue digital-based reading for leisure. One of these weeks coincided 

with the Thanksgiving holiday, which allowed students more time for leisure reading. Upon 

completion of the four-week lending period, I interviewed these students independently as 

opposed to the focus group format.  

 



While interviewing Grade 9 participants, the Grade 7 students had to complete the survey, after 

which they were allowed to have the Kindle e-reading devices for four weeks. One of the weeks 

for this group occurred during the Christmas school vacation week. 

 

For all 18 boys, I allowed them to choose up to three books and three magazine or newspaper 

subscriptions that I would initially pre-download onto their reading devices. Due to subsequent 

demand from some students, I increased this number to an unlimited number of downloaded 

items. 

 

Data Analysis 
I used some of the methods developed by Mills (2011) in identifying themes that were common 

throughout many of the interviews. As with the questionnaires, most of the questions asked 

throughout the interviews were open-ended. Thus, I was able to expand the scope and depth of 

the questions asked depending on the responses of individual students. 

 

Findings 
Gender differences in reading   

It would seem that the some of the participants in my project were cognizant of the differences 

between boys and girls in their reading interests and the time set aside for leisure reading. A 

couple of participants noted that their sisters would “spend more time reading” than they would, 

if they had free time. However, in their response to the survey question, “Are girls more capable 

readers than boys?”, only three boys out of the 18 responded “yes” to this question. Interestingly, 

when also asked if “girls enjoy reading more than boys,” the response was not quite as lopsided. 

Eight of the boys responded “yes” to this question.  

 

Awareness of the importance of reading  

In spite of these differences, the majority of the participants understood the importance of 

reading. The 7th grade boys were less than a year removed from having completed their studies 

for the Secondary School Aptitude Test (SSAT), which includes a reading component. Similarly, 

the 9th grade boys would soon be taking the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), which also contains 

a significant reading portion. Thus, it was not surprising to have 11 of the 18 participants 



acknowledge that “reading is crucial to your success in high school, college and beyond.” The 

remaining seven participants agreed that “reading is more important now than ever before.” 

None of the students believed that reading was either not important or less important than it used 

to be. An integral part of summer for most college and high school students in the United States 

is their required summer reading in preparation for the new school year. Participant B, one of the 

more prolific readers in the group, acknowledged that he “sits down for a good three or four 

hours at a time,” when reading. Similarly, Participant L, another student with a strong love of 

reading, traveled to Europe last summer with a “separate bag containing his five large novels” 

that he would need for the two-week vacation. 

 

Reading choices  

Upon reception of their Kindle, eight out of the 18 participants decided to include some kind of 

magazine or newspaper subscription. In light of their survey responses, this was not a surprising 

choice as the majority of the participants were either frequent or occasional users of magazines 

and newspapers. It was interesting to note that only six out of the 18 participants never read a 

newspaper in print format, whereas 12 out of the 18 participants never read a print-based 

magazine. In a separate survey given to participants’ parents, the vast majority of the latter group 

still subscribed to a daily newspaper, and in some instances, several daily newspapers. A couple 

of the participants would begin each day sitting down to breakfast with their parents, and looking 

over the newspapers. Several participants noted that their exposure to the daily newspaper was 

sometimes limited to just the sports pages. One entrepreneurial 7th grader had a weekly ritual of 

reading the print versions of Barrons and the Financial Times with his grandfather as a means to 

research future stock market choices.  

 

In the digital realm of reading magazines and newspapers online, the majority of the participants 

were either frequent or occasional users. Participant B, who subscribed to the daily Boston 

Globe, liked that you could “see the paper right away on the Kindle, without having to wait for 

the delivery guy.” One of the 7th graders had an interest in politics, both domestic and 

international, so I suggested he subscribe to The Economist. He was receptive to this idea and 

enjoyed reading it. Similarly, Participant D, one of the more reluctant readers in the group, was 

delighted to learn that he could subscribe to NHL Update Weekly, a publication of the National 



Hockey League. A 9th grade student with a heavy academic load, Participant D was also on two 

hockey teams, one at school and a select team, not affiliated with our school. Thus, his free time 

was limited, but he found that he could read his NHL Update Weekly when driving to games. 

About half of the participants were frequent readers of either Sports Illustrated or ESPN The 

Magazine online and more than half of the participants were fans of the various fantasy leagues 

sponsored by the major sports in the United States. These interests tended to flow with the 

seasons of these sports, from American football in the autumn, hockey or basketball in the winter 

and baseball in the spring and summer.  Interestingly, most of the participants did not consider 

the sometimes in depth research they did, when deciding which players to have on their fantasy 

league team, as necessarily leisure reading. 

 

Reading books  

For those students, who chose a book to read on their Kindle, their selections were in line with 

the interests of their ages and peers. Participant B, who had not read the Artemis Fowl series, 

noticed it preloaded onto one of the other Kindles for a student. So, he proceeded to order five 

books in the series and read them all over the Thanksgiving holiday. Some other students chose a 

book or two from the popular Hunger Games trilogy. Several students chose sports related 

books, ranging from books on basketball to hockey. 

 

The power of reading on digital devices  

In line with the results of the Scholastic study (2010), 13 out of the 18 participants found the 

process of reading books on their Kindle to be enjoyable. All of the students rated themselves as 

being technologically competent. Thus, when interviewing the students, it was not surprising to 

hear that each of them was able to figure out the inner workings of the Kindle in a short amount 

of time. Participant A found the device “intuitive and easy to use.” However, it should be noted 

that six of the participants had a personal iPad device or access to one in their home. 

Additionally, Participant L (the student who traveled to Europe with a suitcase full of novels), 

ended up buying a Barnes and Noble Nook during the research period. All seven of these 

participants found their respective devices to be more enjoyable and user friendly than the 

Kindle. Interestingly, four of the six iPad users had loaded the Kindle App onto their devices. 

Some of the participants, self-described as “not always enthusiastic readers,” found that the 



novelty of the Kindle increased their interest in reading. For a couple of them, this newfound 

enthusiasm did begin to wane as the weeks progressed.  

 

Several of the students enjoyed the “portability” of their respective e-reading device. Participant 

B noted that it was “nice to carry around one small thin reader instead of multiple books.” 

Similarly, many of the participants are involved in various activities outside of school, which 

involved lots of driving to and from these events. Consequently, several students brought and 

used their devices in the car, with Participant D remarking that: 

 

it was so much easier than carrying a heavy book with me. I get enough of that during 

the academic day carrying my way too heavy backpack.”  

 

Participant A noted that he reads for approximately 30 minutes per day outside of school; 

however, with his Kindle, he once read “for 90 minutes travelling in the car to his sister’s soccer 

game.” Several students took their e-reading devices with them on airplane trips over the 

Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays and collectively agreed that the convenience of having 

access to so much potential reading material on such a small device was a big plus. Likewise, in 

the home, some students enjoyed the ease with which one could read with the e-reading device 

on a couch, in the bedroom, or in the family room. Participant L commented on the fact that 

when he was younger, he would “sneak a flashlight under my blanket, so that I could continue 

reading after my parents had departed.” However, now with his Nook, and its built in flashlight, 

he did not need to do this any more. 

 

For the five students in the group who did not like using the Kindle, the reasons for this were 

varied. Participant H did not like that reading on the Kindle felt “too much like a computer 

screen,” when reading for a prolonged period of time. Similarly, for Participant K, the screen 

was a problem and a “book felt much more natural.” However, for this participant, the touch 

screen feature on an iPad, in which one can have a virtual turning of the page, was close to the 

feel of a real book.  

 



Participant S, perhaps speaking for those of us in the older demographic, commented on the 

enjoyment of “reading an actual book.” He enjoyed “the holding of the book, the turning of the 

pages, and the sense of accomplishment there is in getting to the last page of the book.”  

 

Using e-reading devices for academic work   

While the focus of the action research was on leisure reading, one interesting development was 

the discussion by the participants about the possible academic use for Kindles and or digital 

reading devices. This was perhaps not unexpected in that the participants and their parents were 

cognizant of many recent news reports and accounts about the integration of e-reading devices 

into some local high schools and colleges. As part of their English curriculum, all of the 9th 

graders were reading the American classic, Catcher in the Rye. Five out of these nine boys 

requested that this book be loaded onto their Kindle. Unfortunately, this book was not available 

in the Kindle store nor through any other digital means. When asked about the preference for 

reading Catcher in the Rye digitally, Participant A believed that it “would be easier than reading 

the book.” However, Participant G, another student who wanted to read Catcher in the Rye 

digitally, acknowledged that, having read on another book on the Kindle, he 

 

tried to take notes, but did not like it as much. With a real book, you can dog-ear it and 

keep track of it. Also, using a pencil helps my muscle memory.  

 

Several students commented on the various features they discovered that could be utilized in an 

academic setting. Participant B liked “the bookmark option” and the ability to “create a separate 

document for your annotations because sticky notes in a book always fall out.” While Participant 

J indicated that he would not like to read one of his English books for class on a Kindle, he could 

imagine, “using my Math and Science textbooks on an iPad like device.” Similarly, with the 7th 

graders, there was mixed reaction to their usage of their Kindle for academic purposes. All were 

cognizant of the fact that their English teacher requires them to underline words, highlight 

significant passages and make notes in the margin; all tasks one can accomplish with the Kindle, 

but, according to Participant L, “much easier to do with a pen and highlighter in the book.” 

However, this participant did also note that he “really liked the built in dictionary” as a way to 



quickly look up words he did not understand. Almost all of the 7th graders noted that, with some 

of their textbooks on an iPad, it would be nice to have a lighter backpack.  

 

This sentiment was very much shared by their parents, with Participant N’s parent noting that:  

 

for academic purposes, I would love it if my son’s textbooks could be on a Kindle-like 

device, if some of the kinks (no pagination, format issues, etc.) could be worked out. It 

would lighten his backpack considerably. 

 

Conclusion 

According to Bosman (2011, online): 

In their infancy e-readers were adopted by an older generation that valued the 

devices for their convenience, portability and, in many cases, simply for their 

ability to enlarge text to a more legible size. Appetite for e-book editions of best 

sellers and adult genre fiction — romance, mysteries, thrillers — has seemed 

almost bottomless. But now that e-readers are cheaper and more plentiful, they 

have gone mass market, reaching consumers across age and demographic groups, 

and enticing some members of the younger generation to pick them up for the first 

time.  

Clearly, a cultural and economic shift is occurring in how people are reading for pleasure. At the 

conclusion of my interview with him, Participant A commented that, from his perspective, “if 

you are a reader, you are a reader, regardless of the device.” As a firm believer in the parental 

philosophy of reading to one’s children from an early age, so as to instill the habit and love of 

reading, I would concur with this statement. However, as an educator, I believe it is important to 

know one’s audience and try to meet them more than half way. Thus, with this seemingly 

ongoing interest in e-reading devices, it is vital to respond to the demand. In an interview with 

Barack (2011, online), a high school librarian proclaimed that her Kindles bundle the  

 



three P’s of librarianship – participation, portability, and personalization – into one magical 

package. The students can participate in saying what they want to read, the Kindles are 

portable, and there’s a personalized element. 

 

All three of these elements were factors in the positive experiences he participants in this action 

research had.  

 

Implications for Practice & Future Research 
Now that my library has nine Kindles, I will have to develop a more comprehensive lending 

policy for these devices. Should students, faculty and staff be allowed to borrow these devices 

for four weeks as opposed to the traditional semester lending time period for a book? Should I 

continue with the component of the research in which I allowed students to load up to 3 books 

and 3 magazine subscriptions? For budgetary management issues, I will probably not be quite so 

generous. However, going forward into the next budget cycle, I will be shifting some of my print 

budget into the digital realm of adding content to the Kindles. The question will then become 

what do I decide to add to the collection onto the Kindle and in what format? This, no doubt, 

would be dependent upon the demand by the users.  

 

While the focus of my research was leisure reading, clearly there will be implications from the 

academic aspect of the school. Based on my small sampling, student interest seems to exist for 

the reading of some texts that are required in English class. This will be an ongoing discussion 

both for the English Department and for the school as a whole. As the technology for the various 

e-reading devices improves over the next few years, there will be increased student and parental 

demand for Science and Mathematics textbooks. Will my colleagues in all departments be ready 

to embrace these changes?  

 

For future researchers, perhaps expanding the scope of available e-readers would enhance the 

experience for students. As the market expands and the interest among adolescents’ increases, 

there may be devices, for some students, that will make reading for pleasure and academic 

purposes a more enjoyable experience.  

 



I believe that there is a future for e-reading devices in assisting educators with the process of 

opening up our students to the joys of reading. 
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