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Full paper:
1  Is reading on its way out?

While considering social changes in libraries it is often said that reading is on its way out and that libraries will have to adapt to the change. It is suggested that they will possibly have to reduce or abandon altogether the printed word– a fatalistic view I do not necessarily share.  The aim of this paper is to put forward some ideas about the fundamental purpose of reading and the role libraries are – and could be – playing in meeting their users’ reading needs.

2  Libraries as information stores

During his research into memory, the biologist J.Z.Young pointed out that genetic inheritance is a form of collective memory. He later extended this concept of collective memory to libraries:  "..The acceleration of the change in man's condition over the last millennia has been the result of the development of codes by which information can be passed directly from one individual to another.  This might be called 'multiparental inheritance'.  We acquire information not just from two parents but from many.  Indeed, we establish artificial information stores outside our bodies."  

Libraries are a tool for helping users who wish to access this “multiparental inheritance” information which consists not just of facts, but also of emotions and abstract ideas.

Looking at it from a historical perspective, early libraries were mostly private collections assembled by scholars or rich people for their own use.  The motivation of the library owners was not always appreciated by the general public.  For instance, the 16th century mathematician and astrologer John Dee, who visited Prague and Rozmberg, had a collection of 3000 books and 1000 manuscripts in Mortlake on the outskirts of London, which was destroyed by a mob that accused him of sorcery.   

Three centruries later, in addition to libraries for personal use, new libraries were created with the aim of providing education and information for the general public - to have a public library within the reach of everybody. Thomas Carlyle in 1841 "sighed for the day when a 'people's library' should be as much part of every town as .Her Majesty's Gallows."  

Before legislation enabled local authorities to open public libraries, some of the early libraries were run by charitable self-help institutions, such as Sunday Schools or Mechanics Institutes.  They were part of the self-education movement. Philanthropists,like Samuel Smiles, impressed upon young men that their well-being “must necessarily depend mainly upon themselves - upon their own diligent self-culture, self discipline and self-control."  

In this context it is interesting to note that in the Czech lands the primary motivation for spreading literacy and education was not economic self-help, but the preservation of the Czech language.  Only secondarily, when the position of the language became more secure, did self-help, in the sense of raising one's social status, play a part in the "osveta" movement.

From the middle of the 19th century local authorities in Britain were authorised by legislation to provide buildings and staff for public libraries which would carry on the ideology of the self-help movement.  In these libaries the purpose of reading was educational and moral improvement.  Time was too precious to waste on mere recreation.

One writer compared public libraries to parks: "A public park is open to every one.  Now, if the burgesses of a British Borough are wise enough to open a Free Library, it is a free literary park, where the poorest may enjoy as a right what it is well, both for them and everybody else, that they should enjoy."  

3  The user comes first

During the last two decades of the 19th century when people working in libraries were beginning to be accepted as a profession,  the concept of service was put forward by the Islington librarian James Duff Brown.  The idea of doing something "to" the user -even with the best intentions, such as educating him - was replaced by the idea of doing something "for" the user.  James Duff Brown was one of the founders of the new 20th century public libraries. When I was a junior assistant I worked in the Islington Public Library. Although James Duff Brown was long dead by then, he watched us from his portrait on the wall and we were taught that service to readers was the most important part of our work. Our motto was “If your question has an answer, the library will find it for you”.

The user’s right to choose, reiterated by other librarians in the years to come, has become one of the cornerstones of British public libraries:

Lionel McColvin of the Westminster City Library, another pioneer of British public libraries in the first half of the 20th century, said: "We do not want to improve or elevate anyone - we merely seek to provide the material required by the individual when he wishes to improve himself."  

This attitude was kept up in public libraries throught the century. In 1962 Douglas Foskett expressed it in his lecture on The Creed of the Librarian:  "A good librarian must be able, as a professional, to undergo rapid, chameleon-like, changes as one enquirer follows another.  If he has no politics, no religion, and no morals, he can have all politics, all religions and all morals..We do not, however, have to accept our readers' views, and the ability to maintain our objectivity gives us strength and power that should be a characteristic feature of good librarians..To achieve such an intensity of involvement without being personally committed obviously requires a liberal allowance of the qualities of sympathy, understanding and tact.  It also requires what appears to be the contradiction of what I have been maintaining.  I believe it to be absolutely necessary that, as a person, a librarian should have very strong convictions, that he should be not only deeply involved but also, if possible, personally committed to a particular view in politics, religion and morals."  

4  Investigating users’ needs

To provide a good service requires an understanding of the readers.  That is how the idea of reading surveys was born.

The earliest survey was by Haslam in 1906, produced by interviewing readers in Manchester, and was originally published as articles in the Manchester City News.  

Later, in the 1920s W.C.Berwick Sayers promoted the idea of relating accessions to issue records to ensure that libraries stocked books which were wanted by their readers.  His method did not involve interviews with readers, it was based on existing library records.  

Only a handful of studies appeared in the Thirties, in spite of Savage's call in 1924 for the "analytical study of reading habits". Ernest Savage was another pioneer of the arly 20th century modent publica libraries in Britain.  The reading surveys of the period were presumably influenced by the climate of enquiry created by the Chicago School.  They were the 1935 Croydon and Fulham survey reported by Hansford,  Savage's own 1937 survey of book borrowing in Edinburgh, Vale's Bethnal Green 1938 survey of children's reading, and Munford's 1938 Dover survey of reading tastes in newspapers and periodicals.   
  The motivation behind the British surveys was service to readers, while that behind the Chicago research was scientific investigation.

In post-war Britain, Savage and McClellan called for a better use of library statistics in the service of readers.   Two surveys of the period, Richmond and Middlesex, used analysis of existing records as their method.   It is interesting to note that a similar method had been used in the twenties by W.C.Berwick Sayers in Croydon and in the late fifties by McClellan in Tottenham for his stock control formula relating to readers' interests.  In the McClellan method, stock control records were kept for 150 subjects for each branch library separately. A count of the number of books in the issue trays and the number of books found on the shelves was taken on a fixed day once a month and entered under the month's heading. These figures were seen as an indication of the number of readers interested in the subject and of the way the library was meeting their need.  A collection of McClellan's papers is now available.   

The surveys of this period focused mostly on the subject matter of the book, not the reading experience.  I myself have replicated the Richmond and Middlesex surveys in my branch at North Finchley in the early 1960s.  The results have so far not been published. 

The first example of an application of social surveys to reading was the investigation of reading in Tottenham by Mass Observation in 1946.  Mass Observation was a social research organisation founded in 1937 to produce an "anthropology of ourselves".  

The methods of reader research of the period were summarised in a Library Association Essay by Trevitt in 1950.  
  This essay was an important milestone in the development of British reading survey methods. It fitted in fully with the British pragmatic tradition, and yet by discussing methodology it took a step towards the scientific approach of the Chicago School.
The mid-sixties milestone in library oriented research was Groombridge's survey of The Londoner and his library in 1964.   It was commissioned to be carried out by the Research Institute for Consumer Affairs - an organisation well-known for its social surveys.  It marked the beginning of a new era in reader surveys, utilising social survey methods, of which the later The Effective Library was a good example.   

The many surveys of reading habits in the post Groombrige era are well documented in bibliographical sources and are too many to be enumerated here. There is a retrospective bibliography by Adams which covers the period 1950-1970 and another one by Ward covering 1900-1976.    

5  Investigating the reading of fiction

A recent (2003) large scale reading survey was the BBC Big Read in 2003.

While looking at the lists of favourite books in the BBC Big Read programmes I was reminded of research carried out on a smaller scale at the School of Librarianship and Information Studies at the Polytechnic of North London  (now Metropolitan University) a quarter of a century ago.  I have written an article comparing the two surveys for the CILIP periodical Update.  

Between 1973 to 1981 and again 1982 to 1984 subjects (students of the Psychology of Reading course option) were asked each year to name up to ten authors whom they liked and up to ten whom they disliked.   The Big Read sample was not spread over a period of years, collected as it was in the course of just one year.

A comparison of the names in the top parts of the two lists shows that readers’ preferences, as far as the most liked authors are concerned, have not chaged during a quarter of a century.  The type of authors listed as most liked raises a question whether the choice made by the subjects is really indicative of their true preferences or whether the choice are what is called “pressure reading”, i.e.  very recent new publications, set books for educational courses, dramatized works shown on TV.  
 Subjected to pressures, readers are not spontaneous, the majority opting for expected answers.
If this is true, then the comparison between the two surveys does not necessarily prove that the tastes of readers have not changed much.  What it does mean is that the respondents have always been influenced by media and educational pressures.  It is posisble that surveys of this type are more meaningful in the case of those authors who are only moderately liked, since the temptation to follow “pressure” is not so great.

Another big survey called Who else writes like was done at the Loughborough University in 2002 using data from the Publis Lending Right lists.  It covered over 1800 authors and after each name suggested others who wrote in the same way. Quite a number of authors named by my students quarter of a centurz ago as their favourites are not listed there.

6 Some recent projects and concepts

The emphasis of recent projects concerning reading has been on promotion and public education, rather than research.  This reflects the concern of librarians and educationalists about the perceived decline of reading.

Ten years ago the British Library Research and Innovation Centre funded a project Promoting the reading to adults in public libraries.  It came to the conclusion that reading promotion for adult users had been largely neglected and that there was a need for more qualitative research.   

An important role in the promotion of reading is played by the National Literacy Trust whose many activities are outlined on their internet page.  The news items on the page cover a variety of interesting activities: targeting reluctant male readers, using vending machines for books, the decline of book borrowing in the libraries which offer their users access to the internet.  

In 2003 the National Literacy Trust in Britain carried out the Mapping the Territory project funded by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council to asses how museums, archives and libraries in England can improve the literacy and numeracy skills of adults.  

One of this year’s activities in Britain is the annual National Year of Reading 2008.  The original purpose of the National Year of Reading ten years ago was to “reclaim reading as an activity”.   

The concepts “advocacy” and “promotion” used in recent project suggest a shift in the libraries’ attitude to readers.

According to the 1964 Public Libraries Act it was a duty of the local authorities to provide a comprehensive and efficient library service for all persons who wish to make use of it. 

Where the first public libraries Act, more than a hundred years earlier concentrated on providing buildings and staff, the new Act expected all authorities to focus on the needs of library users.

Ten years later the report of the Hillingdon Project discussed the concept of need in detail, distinguishing between expressed need, which may be called demand, and unexpressed need, i.e.  one that the reader does not make known to the library.  There is also the unperceived need where the reader is not even aware of what he needs.   

Encouraging potential readers to come to the library with their so far unexpressed needs makes the library useful to a wider range of people and is undoubtedly a good idea.

The concept of unperceived needs is less clear.  Who is to judge the quality of the potential reader's perception? Trying to work with unperceived needs tempts the librarian to pass subjective judgments about the reader.  

According to traditional professional philosophy, to manipulate the reader's needs is as much a misuse of the library as refusing to meet the reader's demands.

Where is boundary between public education and social engineering? Finding the right balance between responding to the reader's expressed needs and aiding his educational development is not easy.  

Changes are also brought about by the rapid development of new technologies.  Libraries have managed to keep up with the acquisition of new equipment and the retraining of staff to use it.  They are, however, left with problems inherent in the changing nature of information itself.

Books or other formally published sources no longer fulfill the role of unique information providers.  
In searching for information on the Web questions tend to be specific.  Thus librarians are now asked to look for information bits rather than books dealing with a subject.  An “infobit” has been defined as a discrete piece of information in articles and books.

Many of our users no longer read books , they graze in the information field.

7 What happens during reading

Our understanding of the reading process can improve reader satisfaction.  As a junior assistant in a public library in London more than three decades ago I used to puzzle over the fact that the same book would call out a different response from each reader.

I found a possible answer in Nicholas Rubakin’s theory of bibiopsychology which was formulated in the early part of the 20th century.  He was a Russian exile living in Switzerland who in 1926 came to Prague to give a paper about bibliopsychology to an international congress of librarians.  

The theory of bibliopsychology offers us concepts with which to produce a new model of reading, focusing on the inner processes and regarding the text as a stimulus that calls out the reading experience rather than as an encoded message to be decoded by the reader.  To borrow an analogy from aesthetics: If I and my dog watch a picture on the wall, where is the work of art: on the wall, in my mind, in the painter's mind or in my dog's mind?

We can imagine the text as offering greater or lesser scope for the reader's creative participation.  This is best imagined on a graded scale, with poetry being placed towards one end of the scale and railway timetables towards the other.  The reaction of different readers to the same text can also be graded according to the degree of their creative participation.  Some will project even onto a railway timetable.  Others will project very little, even in the case of words which generally invite projection, such as “deep blue sea”.

We can presume that combining the two potentials, the potential for a reader's participation inherent in the text on the one hand, and the reader's own potential for involvement on the other produces a unique reading experience.

The reading experience can be measured on two scales: the abstract-concrete continuum and the continuum of emotional reaction/absence of emotions.  These two scales can be imagined as the axes of a two-dimensional space in which each reader's reading experience can be located.  

Readers whose positions are close will have more in common than those whose positions are scattered far apart.

Sociological descriptors such as sex, age, education do not provide an adequate measure of bibliopsychological types which are related to other factors concerning the process of reading itself. 

When trying to measure the reading experience we are looking into a personal experience which is difficult to observe from the outside.  In the end we have only the subject's word for it when he/she tells us about the images called out by reading.  In early psychology, introspection was acceptable, but later under the influence of behaviorism it fell into disrepute.  The theory of bibliopsychology was badly affected by this trend.  Imagery was not investigated again until the mid-sixties.  Today, the growth of psycholinguistics provides a favourable climate for the bibliopsychological method to be applied anew.  

Between 1966 and 1984 I experimented with the Rubakin method with the help of successive generation of students enrolled in my psychology of reading class and gave a paper about it at the 1987 IFLA Conference at Brighton.

Two other publications dealing with the nature of the reading process were written at about the same time, both by practising librarians:

The first was Hatt's The Reading Process.  
 His starting point was the reading situation. He attempted an indicative classification of readers by their needs, goals, demands and motives. He also listed what he termed "patterns of exit from the reading act".

The second was McClellan's paper on Reading: the other side of the equation, given in 1975 and published two years later.  
 Similarly to Hatt's book, it focuses on the reading situation as a whole and attempts to answer questions how and why does reading take place. He distinguishes between purposive and diversionary motivation. The purposive includes the seeking of information, testing of plans, compensation for boring situations, seeking of prestige and social status, and seeking aesthetic satisfaction. Diversionary motivation includes the catalytic, the remedial, the pseudo-active, and the narcotic. He also lists potential values capable of being derived from the reading at the unconscious level. McClellan's paper offers us leads to the exploration of the qualitative aspects of reading. 

8  The joy of reading

The work of libraries in the presence of claims that reading is a thing of the past is not easy.  Libraries cannot break with tradition and give up printed texts.  Suggestions that we should somehow reform the general public and make them read are also not helpful.  The best way to serve our users is to try to understand them, to ensure that they are aware of their reading needs: to promote the joy, not the duty, of reading.

As John Ruskin pointed out almost two centuries ago, reading offers us intellectual contacts which are not accessible to us in our daily life: “Now books of this kind have been written in all ages by their greatest men:- by great readers, great statesmen, and great thinkers.  These are all at your choice; and Life is short.”   

Apart from enabling the transfer of information, reading also gives emotional satisfaction.  The writer J.C.Powys compared reading to a dialogue with one's own closest friend: "What one is apt to forget is the curious loneliness of so many people...One's relatives are affectionate, one's acquaintances are good-natured, one has one's measure of pleasant amorous delight.  But something is missing: and this something is unfortunately the one thing most necessary - someone with whom to exchange ideas!...It is just here that books, and books alone, enter and save us.  All intimate and intense reading is a kind of secret dialogue between the writer and one's own soul."  

The task of librarians is to help their users develop their intellectual and emotional friendships with books.
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