
Research on Reading

This summary of reading and library use in America explains in detail why the programming that Libros
Schmibros delivers to its constituents is so important to Boyle Heights and greater Eastside.

National Endowment for the Arts’ Reading at Risk (2004) synthesizes 20 years of census 
information from successive Surveys of Public Participation in the Arts.  The report shows a stunning 
decline in reading literature among all groups, ages, genders, and economic categories.  The group at 
highest risk for giving up on reading is “Hispanics.”  Within that group, reading for pleasure is lowest 
among young males ages 18-25.  

The report establishes that a decline in reading poses a grave danger to American society.  People who 
read literature vote more, participate much more in charity work, attend more film, performing arts and 
fine arts events, and even attend more sporting events. Overall, higher levels of literary reading correlate
closely with higher levels of education and economic attainment, and therefore all the benefits to health 
and well-being that economic security can provide. 

National Endowment for the Arts’ To Read or Not to Read (2007) confirms “the central 
importance of reading for a prosperous, free society.” The data here demonstrate that reading is an 
irreplaceable activity in developing productive and active adults -- as well as healthy neighborhoods. 
Those who read for pleasure also engage in exercise and other health-promoting activity fully 32% more 
than nonreaders.
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The report demonstrated that nearly half of all Americans ages 18 to 24 read no books for pleasure, and 
the percentage of Americans between 18 and 44 who had read a book in the previous year fell 7 points 
from 1992 to 2002.  Moreover, less than one-third of 13-year-olds are daily readers. 

The report ties declines in reading to literacy overall, with a closely correlated diminution of personal and 
professional opportunities. Employers have ranked the lack of reading and verbal comprehension as the 
greatest deficiency in the American workforce, and able readers and communicators are 2.5 times more 
likely to earn $850/week or more.  

What’s more, the Department of Education’s extensive data on voluntary reading patterns and prose-
reading scores yield another stunning observation: Frequency of reading for pleasure correlates strongly 
with better test scores in all areas.  The most extensive scientific study of reading’s benefits, conducted 
at UCLA, reveals the following: 

“Reading has cognitive consequences that extend beyond its immediate task of
 lifting meaning from a particular passage. Furthermore, these consequences 
are reciprocal and exponential in nature. Accumulated over time—spiraling either 
upward or downward—they carry profound implications for the development 
of a wide range of cognitive capabilities.”

Conversely, lower literacy scores correlate with failure to graduate high school and poorer social and 
economic outcomes.  All test scores, including math and science, increase in direct relation to the number
of books in the home. 

National Endowment for the Arts’ Reading on the Rise (2009): This report traces an uptick in 
national reading numbers overall, yet finds Hispanic Americans still reading at a lower rate than every 
other ethnic/racial group. The problem is not any lack of appetite among this population for good books. 
In fact, despite ranking last overall, reading rates among Latinos between 2002 and 2008 rose more than
those of any other group. That these two findings can coexist only proves just how much farther Latino 
reading rates have to go.

Snapshot of Reading in America (Pew 2013): This report’s data demonstrate reading rates among 
Hispanics to be the lowest for any ethnic group in America. Interestingly, though, it demonstrates a 
marked preference among this population for print as opposed to e-books.

Public Libraries and Hispanics (Pew 2015): This groundbreaking report assesses library use in the 
Hispanic population as a whole, while discerning differences in use and importance between immigrant 
and native-born Latinos.  (The report uses the terms Hispanic and Latino interchangeably.) Overall, this 
population constitutes the largest and youngest minority in the United States. This study points the way 
to future thinking about libraries and Latinos.  

The research reveals that “Hispanic library users are disproportionately young compared with library 
users overall. Fully 39% of Hispanic library users are ages 16 to 29, compared with 24% of all library 
users.  Hispanic library users are also disproportionately less educated than the overall library user 
population. About one-quarter (26%) of Hispanic library users ages 18 and older have not graduated 
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from high school, and 42% have completed some college or more. By contrast, among all U.S. library 
users ages 18 and older, just 11% have not graduated from high school, while more than half (59%) 
have completed at least some college.”

Libraries have a profound role to play in Hispanic rates of graduation and economic and social well-being.
80% of Hispanics “strongly agree” that libraries are important because they promote literacy and a love 
of reading” and improve quality of life for their families and communities. Only 17% have never visited a 
library, and if they are supported in library use, they report the highest level of appreciation and 
satisfaction, especially for the “quiet, safe space to spend time, read, or study” that libraries afford. 

But immigrant Latinos also report the highest level of difficulty in using libraries. Statistically, far too 
many walk in once and walk out. 

Conclusion: Libros Schmibros’ mission—to champion the pleasures of literature and its power to change 
lives—is essential to the artistic, social, and economic well-being of Boyle Heights and the greater 
Eastside, because we put books into all hands in a majority-immigrant neighborhood, a third of which 
lives below the poverty line. To circulate so many books among children, adults, and families, 
strengthens the city and county more broadly, but Boyle Heights and the Eastside most of all. 
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