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The Reason for Reading
Behind the current decline in literacy is the
notion that it is not important to read. It
is, of course, but how can this fallacy be
squelched? Perhaps by convincing people
that they don’t know what they’re missing.
Reading does you good while making you
feel good, too . . .

[] A whole generation has come to maturity since
Hilda Neatby of the University of Saskatchewan
first launched her campaign to reform the English-
Canadian educational system. Her 1953 book So
Little for the Mind drew sharp attention to a
decline in literacy among schoolchildren, and
recommended measures to reverse the trend. Her
revelations sent a tremor of distress coursing
through the country, but they aroused more talk
than action. Now a new generation is in our
schools; and, by Dr. Neatby’s standards, its mem-
bers are being given less for the mind than before
she sounded her alarm.

It is thus with a weary sense of déja vu that we
hear today that universities must place first-year
students in remedial courses to teach them to read
and write proficiently, and that employers must
train recruits in the fundamentals of their own
born languages. Junior college teachers complain
more than ever that youths come to them from
high schools unable to read past the comic book
level or to write a coherent line. One teacher
recently reported, only half in jest, that the first
completely grammatical English sentence written
by a student of his institution in 10 years had been
discovered on the wall of a washroom. Subject,
predicate and all, it ran: "Reading stinks."

We are not talking here of the millions of Canad-
ians who are totally illiterate because of a lack of
education, social advantages, or because of learn-
ing disabilities. We are talking about young people
who have at least passed out of primary schools.

How can it be that a person can reach high school
-- let alone university -- without being able to
comprehend simply written language? Critics of
the educational system put it down to a de-
emphasis on intellectual achievement in favour of
social and physical development. They say that a
fascination on the part of educational bureaucrats
with technology and "pop psychology" detracts
from the teaching of language skills.

Whatever the specific causes, it all seems to
come down to the widespread notion that the abil-
ity to read and write past the rudimentary stage is
not very important. Even less importance is
attached to the cultivation of the kind of advanced
literacy which enables readers to absorb and enjoy
quality books and magazines.

Reading seems to have gone out of style, partly
because it is not necessary to read anything
beyond the literature of one’s occupation in order
to make a decent living. The increasing specializa-
tion of the workplace has decreased the demand
for the general knowledge that arises from regu-
larly reading books.

Even reading purely for instruction, as opposed
to reading to make oneself a well-rounded human
being, is no longer as necessary as it once was. The
micro-computer has reduced peoples’ dependence
on reference books by making it possible to
"access" information that used to be available
only in printed form.

It might be said that reading is directly con-
nected to writing, and that it is necessary to be




