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Abstract 

eBooks are digital formats of literature and other reading materials which are accessible from virtually 

any mobile device via an eReader application (app). This essay reports on a variety of studies correlating 

the use of eBooks and literacy among children. Each study cited looked at young children and students 

ranging in ages from nine months to the K-5 elementary school demographic. For the intents and 

purposes served of this essay, the term “literacy” shall follow The National Council of Teachers of English 

(NCTE) definition, which includes not only the ability to read and comprehend the written word, but a 

literacy of technology: “Because technology has increased the intensity and complexity of literate 

environments, the 21st century demands that a literate person possess a wide range of abilities and 

competencies, many literacies ("NCTE Definition of 21st Century Literacies - NCTE," n.d.).  
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eBooks & Literacy: A Complicated & Complementary Relationship 

The ubiquity of the eBook – or 

electronic book – has been both hailed as 

a crowning achievement of the digital age 

and bemoaned as the death knell for 

print. While society isn’t anywhere near 

giving up on paperbacks altogether just 

yet, it’s easier to access books and 

reading materials digitally, both in terms 

of physical and financial means, when 

compared to traditional books (see Figure 

1). While still a fairly new resource in the 

relative timeline of storytelling, the 

positive impact that electronic reading 

has already had on literacy among young 

readers is worth a closer examination.   

Stated Case 

The statistics linking literacy to 

various indicators of success in adulthood 

(such as employment, financial status, 

and even level of civic engagement) 

Figure 1. Reading in the mobile era. The United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization. 2014 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0022/002274/227436E.pdf
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overwhelmingly argue for early adoption of hobby reading ("Reading Quotient: The Indicator of 

Success," n.d.). Today, the written word has evolved beyond the Little Golden Books of yesteryear and 

young readers can now access an unlimited library of titles with only a Wi-Fi signal and mobile device. 

But is digital reading helping to attract new fans or is it simply another battle that parents and educators 

have to fight against screen time? The research shows that eBooks are an asset to readers and serve 

only to improve, not weaken, literacy rates. First, using eBooks in both school and public libraries offers 

a wider range of titles to a broader audience, including children of lower socioeconomic status or who 

have learning disabilities. eBooks also motivate children to read and may offer a better comprehension 

of the literature over reading traditional print books. However, the digitization of books is a but one of 

many useful academic tools and should not be used as the only source for informational or recreational 

reading; it’s most effective when supplemented with additional enrichment.  

Proposition 

Children who are disinclined to leisure reading have found eBooks to be more engaging than 

traditional print, as many titles and platforms offer video, narration, and other interactive features to 

enhance the user’s experience and understanding of the 

material.  The National Science Teachers Association is one of 

many publishers employing such technology, as shown in Figure 

2, which can be particularly useful for young readers and their 

comprehension of works of nonfiction. Because eBooks are 

introducing children to reading in new and exciting ways – 

including students who otherwise fall behind in the classroom – they are a valuable tool in the 

promotion of literacy and have already changed the landscape of early childhood academia.  

 

Figure 2. Interactive, enhanced eBooks for 
grades K-12 available from NSTA. National 
Science Teachers Association, 2014. 
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Refutation 

The data suggesting that students prefer eBooks over print may be flawed: Merga’s study found that 

students may not necessarily prefer eBooks, but rather the brand of the device on which they were 

reading (2015). For example, iPads may be more popular than Kindles or a generic device because of the 

power of the Apple brand and because kids are able to access non-reading apps and social media 

accounts which aren’t available on the other devices. (Merga, 2015). Therefore, the children in some 

studies may say that they prefer reading eBooks to print, but that opinion is perhaps biased. Moreover, 

critics of digital reading will often cite the extra apps which can be accessed as just another excuse for 

more screen time, which the Merga study corroborates (2015). Another piece published by the New 

York Times reported that when preschoolers use eReaders for storytime, they “spent more time 

focusing on the device itself than on the story” and had a lower retention rate of the information when 

compared to print books (Quenqua 2014). These points are worth consideration when examining this 

topic, but they don’t tell the whole story of why eBooks do or don’t help literacy rates.  

Substantiation and Proof 

 One of the strongest arguments that can be made for eBooks and their enhancement of literacy 

is when it comes to children who are of lower socioeconomic status and/or who have special needs. The 

Open eBooks initiative – a nonprofit, non-governmental project between collaborators Digital Public 

Library of America, The New York Public Library, First Book, and digital publisher Baker & Taylor –

launched nationwide in 2016 and brings an estimated $250 million catalog of titles to students in low 

income school students, special education teachers, and military families at no cost and with no late 

fees ("Digital Public Library of America » Open eBooks," n.d.). Children in these demographic fields 

otherwise have limited access to such a variety of books, both physically and financially, and Open 

eBooks aims to “bridge the digital gap” between higher and lower income readers (n.d.). Reid’s report 
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on eBooks and literary comprehension found that students who are English Language Learners or at-risk 

for learning disabilities responded better to using eReaders because of the variety of interactive features 

available, such as a narration option, built-in dictionary, and translation (2016). These features also offer 

greater independence to struggling readers who either rely on the help of an adult to answer their 

questions about the material or fail to absorb it altogether and therefore lag behind academically. 

 Ultimately, it’s the enhancements found in eReaders which give eBooks an edge over traditional 

print. Swiping and tapping the pages on an eReader satisfy a child’s natural tactile-seeking inclinations 

and they’re less likely to be distracted by exterior interruptions due to their high level of engagement 

with the device (Ciampa, 2016). Built-in animation and games help to motivate reluctant readers and 

actually encourage them to pursue more challenging material, as the Ciampa study asserted when it 

found that readers persisted on answering the questions within their respective eBooks regardless of 

how difficult the questions were (2016). These are limited, but promising findings, which validate a 

growing body of evidence that eBooks are reforming the classroom landscape.  

 One caveat that is echoed in most studies about eBooks and literacy is the fact that they this 

valuable literary tool isn’t a magic bullet. eBooks alone will not help a child read to his or her full 

potential and in almost all cases, children perform optimally with complementary adult support. A study 

from the Institute for Learning and Brain Sciences at the University of Washington placed nine-month-

old babies in three groups: the first was taught Mandarin by a live instructor, the second through a 

learning app on a mobile device, and the third was a control group which was only taught English 

(Quenqua, 2014). The results of the study showed that the babies who learned Mandarin on the mobile 

device – despite appearing captivated by the content before them – gained no knowledge of the second 

language and were comparable to the group which only learned English (Quenqua, 2014). Even Reid’s 

study, which came down favorably on the use of eBooks for reading, cautioned that “children still gain a 

better development when collaborating with an adult or peers. Children should not be forced to rely 
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only on eBook interaction for early literacy exposure” (2016). It is therefore important to distinguish 

eBooks as but one instrument in a toolbox of many which can aid literacy rates in young readers. And in 

that same toolbox, adult support would be the tool with the most heft. 

Conclusion 

There are a variety of eReaders available today, not counting mobile phones, and the brand of 

eReader used by the student may influence their willingness to read. eBooks have become a classroom 

staple as the definition of literacy has evolved to include an understanding of digital devices and texts, 

and teachers have found that eBooks are a tremendous asset to at-risk pupils who are otherwise 

disinclined to read or who may not have access to books outside of the classroom. Digital books may 

improve comprehension skills among some students because of the wide range of interactive features 

available. However, no technology is a strong enough substitute for traditional storytime with a parent or 

teacher, or at least the support of such an adult.  

Like most digital media developments of the 21st century, eBooks will only grow in popularity and 

in their variety of enrichment offerings. Initiatives like Open eBooks demonstrate the significance of 

promoting digital literacy given the big names – like the renowned New York Public Library – behind its 

development. It would be unwise to discount eBooks as simply another excuse for more screen time, as 

they not only serve to improve literacy rates but also to prepare today’s students for a complex digital 

world.   
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