
 

 
 

Decline in Teens’ Reading 
Recently the American Psychological Association (APA) published a study showing a dramatic decline in reading 
among teens, particularly reading long material such as books, magazine articles and newspapers (even online 
versions). How significant is the decline and what are the consequences for young people’s learning and 
development? And what can parents do to help their own kids discover the joy and benefits of reading? 
 

I.  How dramatic is the decline & what are the consequences? 
 Based on data collected since the 1970s from about a million teens, researchers found that in 1980, 60% 

of high school seniors reported reading a book, magazine or newspaper every day. By 2016, only 16% 
did. Also, over that same time period, the number of 12th graders who had not read any books for 
pleasure in a whole year had tripled, reaching 1 in 3 by 2016. 

 Teens are still reading, but primarily short bits on digital media. The average high school senior in 2016 
reported spending six hours a day online, on social media or texting.  

 Why does this decline matter? Reading longer material promotes attention, memory, comprehension of 
complex ideas, critical thinking and understanding of different perspectives. It is important preparation 
for the demanding reading in college. SAT scores in 2016 in reading reached the lowest ever recorded. 
Reading a book has been shown to reduce stress, while social media is associated with higher anxiety.  

 

II.  What adults can do to get children & teens reading   
1. Follow your young child’s interests to find books that are fun 

Don’t direct what your young children read, but help them find books on subjects they like – dinosaurs, 
superheroes, sports, historic figures, kids like them or people from different lands. Read to them, have 
them read to you, and listen when they tell you about a favorite story.  
 

2. Designate unplugged family reading times several times a week  
This is not easy for busy families, but start simple – maybe a half hour twice a week, followed by a 
favorite snack while you tell each other about what you are reading. Not only is this a way to discover 
the pleasure of quiet reading, but it also is a good stress reducer for all family members. If the weather is 
good, sit and read outside – even more relaxing!            
 

3. Have each family member bring a newspaper or magazine article to talk about at dinner 
Whether it’s news, sports, science stories, movie reviews or beauty tips, welcome what each family 
member has discovered and listen carefully as they tell you about it. (I frequently clip articles from the 
paper that I think my grandkids will enjoy, especially science discoveries for a very science-minded 12-
year-old. He often understands the articles better than I do and links them to other things he knows. It’s 
fun for both of us to learn together!)       
 

4. Let your child see you reading for pleasure in your free time 
Carry a book or e-reader with you so you can read when you’re waiting in the car to pick up your kids. 
Make quiet reading part of your own evening routine rather than turning on the TV or checking social 
media. Start a book group – or go hear authors speak at local book stores – and let your kids see how 
interested you are in what you are learning or the fun you are having with your reading friends. 
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