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Among many U.S. children, reading
for fun has become less common,
federal data shows
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The shares of American 9- and 13-year-olds who say they read for fun on an almost daily
basis have dropped from nearly a decade ago and are at the lowest levels since at least the
mid-1980s, according to a survey conducted in late 2019 and early 2020 by the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).

Among both age groups, the percentages who said in the 2019-20 school year that they
“read for fun on [their] own time almost every day” were at their lowest points since the
question was first asked in 1984, according to the survey, which was fielded among U.S.
public and private school students before the COVID-19 outbreak. It is unclear whether
the pandemic may have changed these patterns.

How we did this

Among 9-year-old students, around four-in-ten (42%) said in 2020 that they read for fun
almost every day, down from 53% in both 2012 and 1984.

The share of 9-year-olds who said they never or hardly ever read for fun on their own time
was at its highest point since the question was first fielded: 16% said this in 2020,
compared with 11% in 2012 and 9% in 1984.
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In 2020, a quarter of 9-year-olds said they read for fun once or twice a week, 9% said they
do this once or twice a month, and 8% said they do this a few times a year.

Among 13-year-olds surveyed in the 2019-20 school year, 17% said they read for fun
almost every day, a smaller percentage than the 27% who said this in 2012 and roughly
half the share (35%) who said this in 1984. About three-in-ten students in this age group
(29%) said they never or hardly ever read for fun, up 21 percentage points from the 8%
who said the same in 1984.

Around a quarter of 13-year-olds (23%) said in the most recent survey they read for fun
once or twice a week, while fewer than two-in-ten said they read for fun either once or
twice a month or a few times a year (16% and 15%, respectively).

The NAEP’s questionnaire has historically asked 17-year-old students how often they read
for fun, but that portion of the 2020 survey – scheduled to begin last March – was
canceled when many schools moved instruction online at the beginning of the COVID-19
outbreak. When the question was last asked in 2012, just 19% of 17-year-olds said they
read for fun almost every day. Around a quarter (27%) said they never or hardly ever read
for fun.

In the 2020 survey of younger children, female students were more likely than male
students to say they read for fun. Nearly half of female 9-year-old students (46%) said they

https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/ltt/interpreting_results.aspx
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read for fun almost every day, compared with 38% of male students of the same age. And
two-in-ten 13-year-old female students reported reading for fun almost every day, while
14% of their male counterparts said they did so.

The share of both male and female students who say they read for fun almost daily has
declined across both age groups since 1984. There was a 21-point decrease among 13-year-
old girls and a 12-point drop among 9-year-old girls. There were 11- and 16-point
decreases for 9- and 13-year-old boys, respectively.

When it comes to race and ethnicity, 9-year-old students who are Asian American, White
or Hispanic were more likely to say they read for fun almost every day than were their
Black peers in 2020. Around four-in-ten or more Asian (50%), White (44%) and Hispanic
(41%) students said this, compared with 35% of Black students. Among 13-year-olds, 28%
of Asian students said they read for fun almost every day, along with two-in-ten White
students who said they do this almost every day. These shares are larger than the shares of
Black (15%) and Hispanic (10%) students who said the same.

https://www.pewresearch.org/?attachment_id=402774
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Students who performed better on the reading section of standardized tests in 2020
reported reading for fun more frequently. For example, half of 9-year-old students who
scored at or above the 75th percentile on the 2020 reading component of the NAEP
reported reading for fun on their own time almost every day, compared with 39% of 9-
year-old students who scored below the 25th percentile.
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