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Reading in a Digital Age: Issues and Future of Reading on the
Web among Young People
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Abstract

“Reading on the Internet”or digital reading has been a controversial issue in recent years as more
and more young adults spent more time on Internet, and engaged in reading activities which may differ
from the traditional conception of reading. More importantly, some observe that digital reading seems
to have negative impacts on students’ reading capabilities at the individual level and citizens’ literacy
at the national level. How can we understand the phenomenon of reading in a digital age? Online
activities are facilitating or hindering the development of reading capabilities of young adults? What
do we mean when we evaluate the reading capabilities in a digital age? This paper explores the pros
and cons of reading on the Internet or digital reading, the technological, social and economic forces
that influence those viewpoints, and discusses the findings of some empirical studies. The implications
from this study for educational policy makers and educators conclude this paper.

Keywords: Digital Reading; Reading Research; Digital Literacy; Internet and Reading; Adolescence
and Youth
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Reading in a Digital Age: Issues and Future of Reading on the

Web among Young People
Shan-Ju Lin Chang

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The emergence of Internet has changed
the behavior of reading profoundly. The
ubiquity of Internet in our daily lives has called
for research on the issues of reading in the Web
environment. How people read on the Web
and how it differs from the traditional paper-
based reading are the foci of inquiries. This
paper reviews and synthesizes findings from
empirical studies on Web-based reading of the
youth and introduces different viewpoints and
debates about Web reading. It then reflects upon
the implication of Web-based reading on the
teaching and promotion of reading and literacy

for the future generations.

2. The Rise of the Net Generation
& Web-Based Reading

The emergence of the Net Generation
was a natural consequence of the exponential
growth of Internet-based resources. Tapscott
(1998, cited in Leung, 2004) summarized the
characteristics of the Net Generation, who
were born roughly between 1977 and 1997, as
including the following: (1) they are globally
oriented and emotionally uninhibited; (2) they
emphasize the right to information and learning;
(3) they are technology savvy; (4) they are
preoccupied with maturity and adulthood.

The Internet has changed the practices
of reading. Certain noticeable trends included
the increased activities and time spent on the

Web and the decrease of book sales and book
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reading as well as the descending scores of
reading tests in recent years. These phenomena
have worried educators and researchers. Some
researchers have differentiated the screen-based
Web reading and the paper-based book reading.
This paper continues to compare and contrast

the two modes of reading practices.

3. Differences between Paper- &
Web-Based Reading

Web-based reading differs from the
traditional paper-based reading in several ways.
In terms of the text structure, a typical book is
comprised of definite beginning and ending and
discernible chapters or meaningful sections,
while a Web-based text can be rather concise
and short of explicit structure.

In the composition of a text, authors of
paper-based texts, due to the higher cost of
paper publishing, might have arguably spent
more efforts on the wording and expression of
ideas. The content is usually more focused. In
contrast, in the Web environment, every person
can be an author. The ease of Web publishing
may have reduced the quality of a text in terms
of the accuracy of grammar and spelling. Web
texts can also be infused with graphics and
animation and might not have a definite start
and end.

Viewing from readers’ perspectives, paper

reading is a linear process and requires longer
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attention span, while reading Web text can be
nonlinear and highly interactive. The hyperlinks
of the Web texts allow the readers to decide
on the directions of reading, even the starting
and ending points of a reading process. Such
a reading experience endows readers with full
control of their action. The anonymity of the
Web has also enhanced the fluidity of reader
identities when they read and post content on
the Web.

In terms of the effect of reading, Web-
based reading enhances cross time-space
communication for its higher interactivity.
Readers may search for further information
whenever they have questions or encounter
something of interest. Therefore, experienced
Web texts readers obtain “multi-literacy.” This
is obviously different from the traditional paper

reading.

4. Controversies of Web-Based
Reading

Existing research literature of Web
reading have compared the differences between
book reading and Web reading as well as “deep
reading” and “shallow reading.” Debates about
the effects or consequences of Web reading have
centered on the following three controversies.
First, does Web reading facilitate or hinder the
teaching of literacy? Second, will Web reading

replace book reading? And third, do we need to
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redefine the meaning of reading and literacy in
order to accommodate the emerging modes of

reading practices?

e Controversy 1: Does Web Reading Facilitate
or Hinder the Teaching of Literacy?

Opponents of Web reading considered

the Internet as the biggest threat of literacy.

They claimed that Internet use has disengaged

people from reading and threatened the

development of literacy. In contrast, the other
scholars who considered Internet as facilitative
for literacy development have pointed out that
most of the Internet activities required certain
level of reading, e.g., looking for or browsing
information or participating in online chats.

That is, the Web encourages the younger

generations to partake in the practices of

reading (Lanham, 1995; Liu, 2005). This study
further summarizes eight facets of the pointed
debate.

1. Word use: supporters considered that Web
reading engages the younger generations
in reading and writing, while opponents
considered the frequent misuse and even
abuse of languages on the Web deter literacy.

2. Content: supporters considered the diverse
Web content as broadening and enriching
of readers’ perspectives, while opponents
viewed Web content as conglomerates of

news, gossips, and scribbling which lack
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depth and aim for quick and thoughtless

consumption.

. Reading acts: supporters claimed that readers

quickly grasp the theses of a text and are able
to interact with others; opponents considered
the hyper linkages of the texts and the
nonlinear reading process could easily divert
reader attention and disorient the readers with

excess information (Miall & Dobson, 2001).

. Reading environment: opponents considered

the Web as a space mainly for leisure
activities; it often discourages the youth from
partaking in serious reading. In contrast,
supporters considered the Web as a new
reading space characterized with diversity as
well as rich, free, and accessible information.
It encourages and broadens the scope of

reading.

. Attention and involvement: opponents

considered that Web reading reduces the
attention span required for reading, which
negatively affects the literacy ability of the
youth, while supporters considered that the
Net Generation will, and must, develop new
skills for quicker digestion of the massive

and emerging information on the Web.

. Psychological aspects: opponents like Liu

(2005) pointed out that screen reading is
characterized by browsing and scanning texts,
detection of keywords, as well as nonlinear

and selective reading; readers have spent
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less time on in depth and focused reading.
Supporters, on the other hand, considered
Web reading is easier for students who
might have been considered as with reading
and learning difficulties, thereby enhancing
their learning efficiency and psychological
engagement. Further, when reading Web
novels, readers may possibly interact with the
storylines and thus obtain a higher sense of
control and identification.

7. Physical aspects: opponents argued that
readers are often physically constrained when
they read on a screen, while they can enjoy
reading in different relaxing postures with a
book. Screen reading is also more difficult
on the eyes (Buzzetto-More, Sweat-Guy, &
Elobaid, 2007; Liu, 2006).

8. Cultural aspects: opponents considered that
Web reading negatively affected readers’
exposure to culturally valuable literary
works; Web readers may get to know popular
works well but lack experiences with canons
and works of enduring value (Li, 2008).
In contrast, supporters argued that Web
is emancipatory and multicultural. Web
content surpasses books in that the former
demonstrates diverse viewpoints across

different social classes.

* Controversy 2: Will book reading be replaced
by Web reading?
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Opponents argued that Web reading cannot
replace book reading in that Web content is
often superficial and leisure oriented, and body
motion is often constrained in screen reading
(Rich, 2008; Yang, 2006). Other researchers, in
contrast, found that Web reading is a better and
more comfortable way for students with reading
difficulties to access information. Especially, it
encourages reading among children from low
income families and leverages their reading
scores and academic performance (Rich,
2008 ) . Web reading seems beneficial for youth
who are already fond of reading, thinking, and
learning. However, Web reading does require

different cognitive skills from book reading.

e Controversy 3: Do we need to redefine
reading and literacy in the Web environment?
Some scholars argued that the definition

of reading and literacy should be redefined to
accommodate different modes of reading in
today’s multimedia environment. The ability
to comprehend visual information (e.g.,
graphics, movies, etc.) is no less important than
the ability for comprehending written texts
(e.g., Greenfield, 1996). Those scholars thus
suggest that reading tests should incorporate
the assessment of digital literacy. However, not
all scholars agreed with the proposal. A major
concern for incorporating digital literacy in

reading tests is that it may unfavorably assess
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children suffering from digital divides. In 2009,
OECD began incorporating digital literacy in
reading tests while the U.S. held on to print
reading comprehension in its national reading
assessment. These suggest the current varying
attitudes toward the definition of reading and
literacy.

This paper argues that, in defining reading
and literacy in today’s environment, one should
differentiate the various facets in different
modes of reading, such as the content, media,
purposes, and consequences of Web reading
versus book reading. The differentiation will
allow for more analytic examinations on
whether changes in tools, media and behavior
are altering the nature of reading. However,
this paper considers that some fundamental
purposes for reading remain unchanged in the
Web environment. These include the seeking
of self-identity, to understand the world, to
relax, and so on. The ultimate goal for teaching
literacy is still to develop a person’s abilities
in independent and critical thinking, problem
solving, self expression, and self management.
The varying reading practices call for different
literacy curricula in order to educate today’s

younger generations.

5. Conclusion

The trend toward Web reading is

undeniable. It is vital for today’s youth to
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develop capabilities in searching, judging,
selecting, sharing, and utilizing Web-based
reading resources in learning and problem
solving. Libraries are an important institution
for promoting digital literacy for the future
generations. Based on the literature review
with discussion, this paper concludes that: (1)
the new mode of Web reading deserves more
attention from educators and librarians; (2)
digital literacy should be incorporated into
literacy education and assessment; (3) Design
for Web reading and learning materials should
incorporate the idea of “edutainment” that
delivers both knowledge and pleasure; (4) book
reading and Web reading may continue to co-

exist in the foreseeable future.
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