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The Classroom Library and Sustained Silent Reading

by Nancy McKeand

The year 1998 found me teaching in China - my first
experience in Asia. My training and prior experience had
prepared me for this to some degree, but this situation was
unlike any I had taught in before. The classes had as many
as 48 students. The chairs were bolted to the floor. I was to
teach extensive reading using a book that looked intensive-
ly at a wide variety of largely out-dated and generally bor-
ing articles. In addition, my students, all training to be
English teachers but many without much interest in the sub-
ject, were used to having all their English classes taught in
Mandarin Chinese and had difficulty understanding spoken
English. Having just completed an MA TESOL six weeks
before T went to China, T was filled with good ideas. T knew
about activating schema, about how to present vocabulary.
I knew all about reading strategies. T knew the difference
between extensive and intensive reading. I knew a lot.
Unfortunately, T was unsure as t o how to implement those
good ideas in the environment in which I found myself.
What I knew was that I had to do something that would
make my students interested in reading and, as a result,
better readers. It took awhile, but I eventually stumbled
onto something. That ‘thing” was a classroom library and
Sustained Silent Readings (SSR).

Actually, I had become acquainted with the concepts
long before 1998. T had read Hooked on Books by Daniel
Fader many years before. In that book Fader describes how
he flooded his students’ environment with reading material
of all types - newspapers, magazines, comic books, and all
sorts of paperback books. The results of this effort were
astounding. He shows that students will read if they are
given enough access to the right kind of reading material.
The ‘right kind” of material, in Fader’s view, is anything the
students want to read. Watching my own children devour
any kind of reading material they could find, T had seen
first hand the power of comic books, magazines and even
cereal boxes to attract and maintain interest in reading. I
was convinced that giving children interesting materials to
read was the best way to get them to read.

Like journal writing, the goal of SSR is to develop fluen-
¢y, to get students to enjoy reading enough to do it in their
spare time. As a teacher I know that my students will bene-
fit greatly from their enjoyment of reading, and T want to do
anything I can to promote their recreational reading. Some
years eatlier, when I had been teaching Spanish in a small
high school in the United States, the school district imple-
mented a weekly period of Sustained Silent Reading. T saw
how difficult it was for students to get used to the idea of
just reading (not studying) for fifteen minutes but how
much they enjoyed it once they had acquired the habit. I
was definitely a theoretical proponent of both classroom
libraries and SSR prior to my own experiment with them. I
had no experience with either a classroom library or SSR at

the college level, however, and T had no idea if they would
work or not.

My classroom library came into being through the
changing interests of my then eleven-year-old son. Being an
avid reader and having a lot of experience moving to new
countries, he had been more interested in what he would
read in China than anything else. As a result, he had
packed more books than clothes. Nonetheless, after a few
months there, he had read all of those books at least three
times. He was definitely bored with them and wanted new
reading material. At the same time, he had finally made
friends with a neighbor boy and was a little less dependent
on his books to fill his spare time. It was not impossible for
us to replenish his book supply, so we bought him a few
books and added some more new reading material. With
the beginnings of a new library, he was content and even
happy to give up his old collection. As a result, I suddenly
had almost fifty used books at my disposal. They were
mostly books aimed at 10-12 year old children -
Goosebumps, some classics in abridged versions, and a vari-
ety of other books. Once I had the books, the question
became what to do with them.

My first thought was whether or not these books would
be appropriate for my students. I was not worried about the
difficulty of the books as the reading level was certainly
below that of their reading text. But could they relate to the
somewhat immature stories? Could they understand the cul-
tural information that was presented without explanation? T
had read a few of these books and wondered it my stu-
dents would find them interesting or not. I was worried, but
I decided that these books were what I had available, so
they would have to do.

The next problem was how to use the books. I remem-
bered my experience with SSR and decided I would have
my students read silently at the beginning of every class.
But how could I do that with three reading classes with a
total on more than 100 students when I had fewer than 50
books for them to read? Since T had no office, no perma-
nent classroom, [ had to be creative. I ended up carrying
the books from home to class each time. I would then dis-
tribute the books to the students. They were asked to
choose a book to read in the first class. In subsequent class-
es they could have the same book if they wanted or change
books if they didn’t. While a number of students seemed to
change books each class meeting, many of them continued
to read the same one for the entire semester. Those stu-
dents would dutifully record the name of the book and the
number of the page they stopped on so they would know
where to start the next time. Some students were very good
about writing the information down but then would lose
the paper before the next class. The solution then was to
look at the artwork on the cover. Since the artwork was
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often one of the reasons a student
chose a particular book in the first
place, it was fairly easy for him to
remember it from class to class.

After distributing the books, T
would allow the students to read for
approximately fifteen minutes. T felt
that I could not dedicate more time
than that to SSR because 1 was
expected to teach from the textbook,
as well. This did not allow enough
time for most of the students to finish
a book, but a few actually finished
the first one and started on a second.
At the end of those minutes I would

collect the books and stow them
away on their carrying bags. 1 did
not require students to report on
what they read in any way. I did this
for two reasons: I wanted the reading
experience to be as pleasurable as
possible without requiring anything
else of them and I was reluctant to
take any more class time for the
activity. A few students, ones who
were fairly comfortable speaking
English, approached me from time to
time to tell me about the book they
were reading, but that was the only
reporting that was done.

Because they were old and well
read, I did not have to worry about
the books in my classroom library.
With new books or if T knew I had
no means of replacing them, I might
have been more concerned. Would
the books be destroyed? Would they
disappear? I have to say that my
Chinese students were very gentle
with the books. None of the books
disappeared, even though some stu-
dents asked for and were given per-
mission to take their books home to
finish them before the next class. All
my students seemed to understand
that the entire project depended on
how they handled the books; if the
books were damaged to such a
degree that they could not be read
again or if they disappeared entirely,
the freedom to read a book they
wanted to read would have to disap-
pear as well.

Was this experience worth the
trouble of lugging the books from
one side of campus to the other
every time we had reading class? Did
the students get enough out of it to
justify taking the time from the their
regular classroom activities? I believe
so. My students were actively
engaged in reading in English each
time the class met. Most of them
expressed to me that they enjoyed
the books they were reading. Even if
they didn’t really like a particular
book, they enjoyed the fact that they
were reading a book in English. It
increased their confidence, as well.
Because I am convinced of their
value, I have continued to use a
classroom library and SSR wherever I
am teaching.

The task of establishing a class-
room library may seem daunting, but
I believe it is not impossible. The
biggest advantage is that you do not
really have to worry about what
kinds of books you put in it; any-
thing can work. What matters is that
there are enough books or maga-
zines to offer each student a choice
of reading material. If you are in an
English speaking country, this should
be an easy task. Outside of an
English-speaking country, it would
involve getting books from every
passing tourist or English-speaking
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resident. Your collection might be
even more eclectic than mine, but I
can almost guarantee that your stu-
dents will appreciate it.

The question might arise, “‘Why
would I want to have a classroom
library if T teach in an English-speak-
ing country where books in English
abound?”’ The answer is simple. You
can easily stock your library with
books that your students wouldn’t
otherwise read. At the US college
where I currently teach, I have a
classroom library filled with almost
every kind of book imaginable.
There are mysteries, classics, spiritual
books, biographies, and other types
of fiction and non-fiction books as
well as magazines. Some of the
books are remnants of my son’s out-
grown library; others have been pur-
chased second-hand. The books
present a wide variety of levels of
linguistic difficulty, so there is some-
thing easy enough for everyone to
read and something difficult enough
to challenge even the most advanced
reader. A number of my students
have read their firs t entire book in
English out of this library. T feel very
strongly that it is a tremendous asset
for my students.

Another possible question, of
course, might center on the value of
Sustained Silent Reading. Does it real-
ly help students? According to Dr.
Stephen Krashen, it does. In review-
ing a report from the National
Reading Panel on what helps stu-
dents read, he states (2001) that
research shows that ‘At worst, the
impact of free reading seems to be
the same as traditional instruction.’
He maintains that since free reading,
specifically SSR, is much more enjoy-
able for both students and teachers
and since it produces the same or
better results than reading instruction,
teachers should consider using it in
their classrooms. Just a few minutes
each day can have a tremendous
impact on our students.

Having used a classroom library
and SSR in both an EFL and an ESL
environment, I cannot recommend
them too highly. I have seen how
they increase my students’ interest in
reading while also improving their

ability to read and understand the
English language. Access to books
and time to read the books they
want also improve their vocabularies
and their mastery of grammar. I invite
you to give it a try, to see if a class-
room library and Sustained Silent
Reading work for you and your stu-
dents. You have very little to lose,
and your students have a lot to gain!
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