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Embrace E-Books – but Hold-Off on Paper Book Bonfires or Burials

Somewhere somebody is reading.
She is reading not because she has to for a class or for a work assignment – although 

when such reading is required it counts, too. She is reading for pleasure. She is reading for 
education and enlightenment. She is reading for adventure and the joy of discovery. She is 
reading because she wants to do so.

And she is reading because advances in technology with digital publishing, electronic 
books, the World Wide Web, and Internet public library sites provide her the means and the 
opportunity.

Technology – digital publishing, e-books, electronic readers, and reference and author-
written sites on the World Wide Web – make reading open to, and available for, a wider 
audience. Technology is not so much a dissuader of reading. Instead, technology is helping to 
make more of us readers by providing us with convenience, access, and motivation. 

With such a trend continuing, I’m convinced that the next time the National Endowment 
for the Arts (NEA) conducts a survey about America’s trends in literary reading the news will 
not be a decline.

The reader sits at her laptop and reads from her monitor a classic literary collection of 
short stories whose selection she borrows from an online library that makes this title and 
hundreds of thousands more available for free. Tomorrow, along with her clothes and shoes for 
her two-week overseas vacation, she will pack her wireless electronic reader that holds more 
than 100 books, a subscription to a big-city daily newspaper and to her favorite monthly news 
magazine.

Her cares at the moment do not include surveys or studies or expert opinions about the 
demise of leisure and literary reading among Americans, and people of other nations in the 
Global Village. She is aware of the discussions – and from some outright warnings – about how 
technological advances in electronic publishing, the World Wide Web, video games, cell phones, 
text messaging and other interactive media have changed how, and with what, people spend their 
time. Reading books – so the story goes – especially in the paper form is not the “in” item for 
most teens and young adults and increasingly, some believe, that is true for older adults, too.

She is not asking: Is technology the bonfire that is burning away the need for books 
produced in the paper form, a staple since the more than a century ago invention of Gutenberg’s 
press? Will the continued advances of electronic books and digital publishing make print books 
as anachronistic as a VHS cassette tape in the world of DVD’s and digital downloads? Do print 
books still have a place? Or, is the real point that whatever the medium – electronic or paper –
people are reading?

Later, the same reader will curl up on her couch with a new book whose spine has yet to 
be creased as its front cover opens for the first time to reveal a title page. Or maybe, she opens an 
old favorite with pages well-worn from repeated turning to a favored chapter or phrase. Fingers 
skim the page and sometimes a pen or pencil underlines a passage for place-keeping and an easy-
to-find-and-read-again moment. 

Society can take the two co-existing without making a hard and fast decision to let one go 
in favor of the other. As in most technological shifts from the former to the newer, there is need 
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for overlap and transition. The bounty of it all for the reader is that she can more easily 
incorporate reading into her lifestyle needs because she has time, access, and motivation.

Books, she knows, transform the mundane into the exotic. Books make heroes out of 
ordinary women and men; boys and girls. Books inspire storytelling and sometimes turn their 
readers into writers.

Books can do all of that for their reader – whether in their traditional published ink on 
paper bound form, or whether in the digital format enjoyed from an electronic reader. Advances 
in communication technology have given books and therefore our reading habits, a new life 
through new media.

In her 2005 article, “Who’s reading in the United States?” Sarah Ann Long, Director of 
the North Suburban Library System in Wheeling, Ill., talks about the NEA survey about literary 
reading habits in America.  Long wrote the piece for “New Library World, Vol. 106 No. 
1208/1209, 2005 pp. 80-82, copyright Emerald Group Publishing Limited.

Every 10 years the NEA does the survey of national trends and the one Long writes about 
includes results from the 2002 survey – “Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in 
America (National Endowment for the Arts, 2004). 

In the US, the overall book reading rate was 57 percent of Americans over 18, compared 
with an overall book reading rate in 15 European countries at 45 percent.

The study showed an overall 10 percent decline from1982 to 2002 in literary reading 
(novels, short stories, plays or poetry as defined by the study) which meant a loss of 20 million 
readers, she said. For young adults aged 18 to 24, the decline was 55 percent greater than for the 
total adult population.

For her part, the author, Long, suggests including reading other than the type listed and 
the numbers might change. She writes:

“It is not in the study, but here is what I think is happening. The “nature” of reading is 
changing.”

She says the Library Research Center at the University of Illinois has compiled library 
circulation figures that give an index of total numbers of items loaned by USA libraries. Those 
numbers, she said, showed in 1982 that 1.07 billion items were borrowed and they included: 
books, audio and video tapes, CDs, magazines, e-books, software and all manner of other 
materials.

“But in my book,” Long writes, “there are many ways to experience literature.”

What Are They Saying?

Sorel Reisman, author of the article, “Declining Importance of Books: Get Over It,” 
which appeared in the July/August 2005 issue of “IT Professional,” lets it be known that he 
believes declining reading habits among the younger generation will continue if left to the old 
paper book way of reading, researching and using the library.

Reisman, according to his bio blurb, is director of Strategic Development for Merlot, the 
Multimedia Educational Resources for Learning and Online Teaching. He says that people 
should consider the new technology change in light of past history and embrace the movement.

He refers to it as the handwriting on the wall, and tells readers that “as more digital 
books become available through Google Scholar and Google Print projects, people will seek 
more information from digital libraries.”
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Reisman says in the article: 

“And like it or not, traditional book-reading behaviors, such as for relaxation, as a 
vacation activity or simply to escape, are becoming more and more uncommon, replaced by 
electronics-originated behaviors – most of them emanating from new Web technologies and 
application inventions.

“So when I hear colleagues lamenting the fall of civilization as we know it because of the 
incredibly poor reading habits of the younger generation, my new found reaction – as much as 
these trends bother me too – is, “Get over it.” In the future, if you want to visit a library, I’m 
sure they will still be around – but as a storage warehouse for what will once again become the 
rare commodity of books.” (“Declining importance of books: get over it,” Reisman, S., 
California State University System; “IT Professional,” July-Aug. 2005, Volume 7, Issue: 4, on 
pages 63-64).

And while Gary J. Brown, author of the 2001 article, “Beyond print: reading digitally,’’ 
which appeared in Library Hi Tech, might agree with some of Reisman’s points, but Brown, who 
according to the article is Director of Library Services at Blackwell’s Book Services, in 
Evanston, Ill, he believes that paper and print will continue to have a place.

“Throughout the past three decades there have been numerous attempts to establish 
electronic text as the new format destined in some minds to replace traditional print book,” 
Brown writes.

He goes on to give a history of the first attempt at creating electronic books, which is 
attributes to the early 1970s when he says, Michael Hart, founder of the Gutenberg Project, typed 
out the declaration of independence. Brown goes on to name several models and software for e-
books over the years and continues:

“…the popularity of the Web, the text encoding initiative, and the standardization of 
SGML and HTML for the Web, have all provided the groundwork for the current commitment 
publishers are making to digitizing their front and back lists. In spite of all these efforts, as 
persistently as ever, print maintains its hold on us.”

And he goes on to write that he agrees with others (Michael Gorman and Walt Crawford) 
who have stated: “that the debate about the future of print is really not about print-on-paper 
versus electronic technology. It is about reading and the best means to read…”

In his conclusion, Brown writes: 

“The reading process, and no longer the book as object, has become the central domain 
of digital texts. E-books are providing us with a new way to read; not necessarily a happy 
novelty for all, as our habits from the past often subvert the inventions that move us to the future. 
Reading is an embedded activity in our culture, almost, one could say, an archetype of our 
psyche’s interrelation with the voices of past and present, with authors and thinkers of tradition 
and culture, as well as with writers of popular fiction and ephemera.” (“Beyond print: reading 
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digitally,” Brown, Gary J., Library Hi Tech, Volume 19, Number 4, 2001, pp. 390-399, 
copyright MCB University Press).

What Is Happening Now?

The world of book publishing in the United States is experiencing its own concerns 
around the economic recession that is affecting nearly all industries. While unlike the Big Three 
Auto Makers, there have been no meetings before Congress asking for a financial bailout, recent 
announced job layoffs at major publishers are of concern. Even so, the industry understands the 
need to move with technological advancements. The approach publishing houses have taken with 
e-publishing and e-books must be continuously updated and strategized. What is best 
economically will be what is planned and pursued.

For example, here’s what recent short in the November 24, 2008, online edition of 
“Publishers Weekly” had to say about Random House and its E-book decisions:

Random House Expands E-book Offerings

-- Publishers Weekly, 11/24/2008 7:51:00 AM

Random House has announced plans to add 6,000 backlist titles to its current e-book library. With these 
additions, Random House will have nearly 15,000 titles available in the digital format. (The house, which 
is the biggest trade publisher in the world, is already one of the largest e-book publishers.) Random will 
also, for the first time, make its entire catalog of both new and existing titles, available in the 
emerging standard format for the industry, e-Pub.

Among the titles being digitized, which include those from the children's and adult divisions, are books by 
Philip K. Dick, Harlan Coben, Louis L'Amour, John Updike, Mary Pope Osborne and Barbara 
Park. Markus Dohle, chairman and CEO of Random, said the publisher is "making significant investments 
in the digital future" with moves such as this one.

 Again, such decisions give expanded choices and that can only be good for increasing or 
improving reading habits. 

Publishers are not the only ones who’ve embraced the use of the Web and digital 
publishing to connect with readers. One of the more successful at it is horror-writer, Stephen 
King, who drew hundreds of thousands to his Web site for a story (some who received it for free 
and others who paid less than $3 to download it) only released via his site.

Some authors reward their readers through the author’s Web site with published excerpts 
– sometimes whole first chapters – of an upcoming release. The treat means that momentum for 
the work builds and the relationship between the writer and her fan-reader builds. That personal 
relationship – or sense of a personal relationship – makes the author more accessible. If I want to 
know what my favorite author is up to, I don’t have to wait for a book signing tour, or a possible 
feature in a literary or other writing magazine. Likely, if I’m a fan, I can send an e-mail and will 
receive a personal response. Or, I can subscribe to the author’s e-Newsletter. Again, technology 
gives the reader access to the author, the book, the publisher in ways that weren’t feasible before.

If I feel that I have such a stake in the author’s process – beyond the dollar amount that I 
spend for the book – then I’ll likely be a return reader and a loyal fan. Technology lets me further 
my reading experience in a way that keeps me engaged.
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The Kindle is here to stay – except not in time for this year’s stocking stuffer

Electronic readers have been around for some years, though the recent news headlines are 
more about the Amazon Kindle and its popularity. Orders for the $359 wireless e-reader fill a 
waiting list and its creator, Amazon.com, announced in early December 2008, there is at least an 
11-week wait. There are no Kindles to be had for holiday gifts this time around if one hasn’t 
been purchased already.

On its Web site, creators of the Kindle talk up its mobility, easy use and no need for wires 
or connections to get the consumer the books or newspapers he or she wants. The message: You 
can have time to read. You can read at your leisure anywhere you are – even on the train 
commute home. You decide between new books and bestsellers or classics – at a reasonable 
price -- $9.99 for most purchases. You can have the book page-turning experience at the press of 
a button, the screen will not fatigue your eyes and you will love the experience. Sure, we know 
book lovers like to hold the books in hand, but we think you’ll be won over by the Kindle 
experience.

All great advertising – hence the back log of orders in this second full year that the 
Kindle has been available.

There are other hand-held devices and e-readers on the market – the prices range but 
expect to pay more than $300 and up to $1,500 for some models. And that’s where the e-reader 
might be prohibitive for some people who would like to try it. Cost is a factor, but there are those 
who say the convenience of having so much reading material accessible in such a small package 
is invaluable.

An author I enjoy reading, the award-winning Toni Morrison, appears on the Kindle Web 
site and gives her thoughts on why she likes the Kindle. I’ll admit, seeing and hearing Morrison’s 
testimonial does interest me. Will I buy a Kindle? I don’t know, but I’m not ruling it out. I love 
to read and the idea of such access and portability is appealing.

Conclusion
In this essay I’ve explored what is being said by some who embrace the new technology; 

see it replacing what was, and warn others that it is well past time for them to do the same.
Online, there is room for the book snob. There is room for the skim and surface reader. There is 
room for the niche reader. There is room for the reader of graphic novels and fan fiction and 
storytelling blogs and literary works.

 On the other side of the discussion, supporters say, yes, electronic publishing and reader 
access is important, but they add: “Wait a minute, the story of the demise of the printed book is 
too early to tell, if ever.” Library buildings need not become mausoleums for paper books.

 In the midst of the two is a truth that I believe is most important. No matter what the 
medium going onward into the 21st Century, somewhere, someone is reading.

What is most important is that the stories that help us understand who we are be made 
available to everyone. 

The readers are out there.


