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Abstract:  

Digital readers (for example, the Kindle from Amazon) are a tool for literacy instruction in the 

classroom. Digital readers make books more accessible to all students and allow for better 

understanding of the text through the use of the text to speech feature and the built-in 

dictionary. Using digital readers in literature circles, during independent reading and for class 

novel studies will improve student engagement and achievement. 

 

 

Inquiry Question: How will digital readers enrich the Grade 5 reading program to impact 

overall student learning about and development in reading? 

 

 

Setting the Stage 

 

Vision:  

“Tomorrow’s citizens face greater reading demands than ever before.” (Tovani, 2000, p.10). 

By using one of this generation’s familiar tools -- the digital reader -- we hope to reach even 

the most reluctant readers. “All students are more likely to be engaged in the learning, rise to 

the challenge and have a sense of self confidence as they approach the task if they feel that 

they have a chance to succeed” (Gregory & Chapman, 2002, p.5). Due to the interactive and 

familiar nature of the device, we believe that student success and engagement will increase. As 

a result, we believe that more students will achieve higher levels of comprehension and 

demonstrate better decoding skills on a consistent basis. 

 

Theory of Action:  

If we use digital readers during literature circles and novel studies, students will be able to 

respond to text on a deeper level. Student responses include answering questions and choosing 

specific tasks to be completed during each cycle. We hypothesize that student responses will 

be more complete and insightful with direct evidence. As a result student comprehension of 

the text will increase. 

 

Purpose for Study: 

Students are inundated with a variety of texts in school and in life. “The written word is no 

longer restricted to paper form. Children of all ages are being bombarded with information 

from the Internet and other electronic forms of print. The “E” generation needs to comprehend 

more than ever before.” (Tovani, 2000, p.10). Understanding these texts quickly and 

completely is a necessary life skill. As teachers, it is important to recognize this reality and to 

help students develop this capability through as many means as possible including technology. 



Therefore, the purpose of this inquiry is to explore the impact of digital readers on 

achievement and engagement in reading for a class of grade 5 students. 

 

Justification for the Study 

  

With easy access to “bite size” pieces of information delivered instantly, today’s students’ 

stamina as readers has diminished. Students are increasingly turning from books in printed 

form for entertainment or information to electronic sources. This is a 21st century reality. The 

Ontario School Library Association recognizes that school environments and students abilities 

are changing.  “Students appear to have natural abilities to use emerging technology.  But the 

reality is, while students easily grasp the entertainment and communication value of the 

devices they use, they need to be taught how these tools can be used in learning and critical 

thought.” (OSLA, 2010, p. 7). 

 

This change in habits and abilities appears to have had a profound impact on reading in the 

classroom. Traditional literature requires more than a cursory glance. It is necessary for a 

student to be an active participant in the text in order to understand what they are reading and 

to show their learning in their assignments. Leveraging student familiarity with electronic 

devices and utilizing them as a way to encourage in-depth reading is a logical strategy. 

“Adjusting the nature of instruction to include strategies that make learning easier for children 

is appropriate for all learners. It is essential for those who are experiencing difficulty.” 

(Strickland, Ganske, & Monroe, 2002, p. 47). The use of technology increases student 

engagement in many ways. The digital reader will allow students to easily access information 

that will help them with decoding and understanding words as well as with their 

comprehension of the text.  

 

For this inquiry, we believe that ease of use and student familiarity with technology is a key 

factor. The grade 5 students in this study were struggling to achieve in reading.  As early as 

September, a key barrier to success was emerging: students had a highly passive approach to 

their learning in general and to their language learning most specifically. Although there were 

anchor charts and other supports in the classroom to help with both decoding and 

comprehension, students were reluctant to utilize them, preferring instead to ask the teacher 

for help or, in many cases, to simply sit at their desks unsure of how to proceed. Students 

appeared either unable or unwilling to implement strategies that would improve the quality of 

their reading responses.  With this in mind, we wanted to see if leveraging students’ 

predisposition to electronic devices would help. Would the built in functions that a digital 

reader possessed -- such as the dictionary and the search tools -- be intriguing and convenient 

enough to overcome student apathy and lead to better quality work?    

  

Existing research seems to support the idea that utilizing electronic devices might have the 

desired impact. “Most students already have some experience with personal computers and 

electronic games before they reach the junior grades...The school plays an important role in 



providing equitable access to the tools, information and new forms of learning on which 

students will increasingly rely as they...plan for their future beyond school.” (Literacy for 

Learning, p.24). Students at Lakeshore Discovery School are no exception. Most, if not all, 

students have their own iPod Touch, iPad or other similar device.  

 

The school is also fortunate to have many technology options available to students. In addition 

to digital readers there are approximately 100 laptops, iPads and SMART boards in most 

classrooms. Teachers utilize technology in their lessons in recognition of the role it plays in 

students’ lives and of the priority placed on the integration of technology in the classroom 

found in the research based strategies that are the foundation of our Board Improvement Plan 

for Student Achievement.  

 

By introducing students to great literature and by allowing students to use digital readers we 

hoped students would be more motivated to complete their reading and the literacy tasks 

assigned.  “In an age when many teacher-librarians are not sure about the continued relevance 

of their promotion of reading and love of books, e-books and digital textbooks may represent a 

fresh way to continue advocacy for the importance of reading ... as well as for the teacher-

librarian’s crucial leadership role in technology integration” (Mardis &Everhart, 2011, p.8). 

 

Description of Procedures and Implementation: 

Our team designed three separate reading projects for the students in grade 5: 

1 – Literature Circle (grouped by reading interest/book choice) 

2 – Literature Circle (grouped by ability and compatibility) 

3 – Novel Study (Tuck Everlasting) 

Approximately half the students used traditional printed texts. The other half of the students 

used digital readers. All completed the same type of work. 

 

1 – Literature Circle 1 (see appendix for complete documents) 

  

a) Students were presented many novels from which to choose.  We grouped students 

based on their selections.   

b) We designed learning goals and success criteria for each cycle that progressively built 

on reading skills (summarizing, inferring, point of view). 

c)   We created rubrics to match the learning goals and success criteria, and to guide 

student work. 

d)   We designed differentiated tasks for each of the learning goals and success criteria. 

e)   We introduced the tasks with examples/exemplars for each. 

f)   We also assigned students to ask a thinking question using the Q-chart and answer it 

using the AEO (Answer, Evidence, Own Ideas) strategy. Students have had a lot of 

practice answering questions using the AEO format.  

g)     Students were also introduced to conferencing. We modelled a conference before 

students were asked to participate in one.  We also set up expectations for 



conferencing.   At the end of each cycle, literature circle groups met with a teacher 

(facilitator) and discussed their novel using their Q-chart question as a conversation 

starter. 

h) Student groups were assigned print copies or digital readers based on the text they had 

chosen as only some novels were available to the class in digital form. Students had no 

knowledge of which texts were in which form prior to making their selections. 

 

2 – Literature Circle 2 (see appendix for complete documents) 

  

a)   Students were assigned groups based on ability and compatibility.  Each group was 

then asked to choose a book from a list provided.  We included the use of audio books 

for some of our groups.  Again, students were not aware if a book was available on the 

Kindle. 

b)   All expectations were the same (Q-chart question and AEO response, one task from a 

list, participation in a conference).  Students could not choose the same task as in the 

first literature circle. 

 c)  Print based books and digital readers were assigned the same fashion as above. 

 

3 – Novel Study (see appendix for complete documents) 

  

a)   We designed learning goals and success criteria for each of the 5 tasks for the 5 cycles. 

b)   Students were put in 2 groups (strong and struggling).  The struggling students were 

assigned digital readers for the first half of the book and the stronger students were 

given traditional books.  Our rationale for this was to ensure that practice with 

completing similar tasks would not impact our results.  Half way through, these groups 

switched (digital readers traded for traditional books). 

c)   The teacher read each chapter and a class discussion followed focusing on key 

concepts and events after each chapter.  Students were also asked to complete a short 

summary on a timeline, including a picture and words, to refer back to during the rest 

of the novel study. 

d)   Students were given 2 short assignments after each cycle ~ ask and answer 

 higher-level thinking questions using the Q-Chart and a task assigned by the teacher.  

Each task required students to look back in the novel for evidence so this may have 

been quicker for those using digital readers. 

 

 

 

Findings 

After the 2011-2012 period of inquiry, analysis of the quantitative data shows that grades 

increased somewhat for students who used the digital readers as compared to students who 

read the printed literature. In particular, struggling students (level 1 & 2 students) were able to 

benefit most significantly, receiving a full grade level higher on multiple assignments.  



 

Qualitative data is discussed in the section on student and teacher reflections. 

 

 
 

These results were not as definitive as those seen during the previous school year. Similar 

action research was conducted during the 2010-2011 school year with a grade 5 class (Mr. 

Stanley as teacher). However, the composition of this class was significantly different. While 

students began the year at a higher level academically, there were overall issues with 

behaviour that often interfered with learning. The digital reader appeared to focus these 

students with behaviour issues (many of whom were boys). Perceptual data indicated that the 

built-in tools appealed greatly to these students, helping them to focus, to complete their work 

and understand what they were reading much faster. Student performance showed a full grade 

level improvement overall more for the digital reader group as opposed to the traditional paper 

based book readers. 

  

Teacher Reflections: 

When planning and developing our literature circle projects, a number of factors influenced 

change.  First, a number of students were unable to keep up with their reading during the first 

round and so the grades do not accurately reflect their understanding and interpretation of the 

books they read.  Second, the motivation of a number of students to complete work on time 

and to submit their best work was a factor.  In response to this, our research team decided to 

introduce audio books so that a fairly large group of students (13 out of 24 total in the class) 

could complete their reading and have time to complete assigned tasks.  Because of this, not 

all students were able to use a Kindle for one round and a paper book for another.   

 

We have chosen to look at the results of some marker students who used both a Kindle and a 

traditional book.  We chose to look at the results of 6 students in particular during the 

literature circle portion of our study.  The students chosen used a Kindle once and read a 

traditional book once.  Each student has shown a number of areas of need throughout the year 

as well.  For each student, grades were higher when using a Kindle.  For 5 of the 6 students, 

grades went up at least one grade level for at least 2 assignments.   

 

For example, for the first literature circle with a book one student achieved levels R, R, 2 and 

2 on AEO responses yet with the Kindle, this same student achieved levels 2, 2, 3 and 3 for 

her AEO responses.  Another example of improvement happened with the AEO responses 

during the novel study.  Several students improved the quality of their responses with the use 



of the Kindles.  Specifically, one struggling student went up a full level on both AEO 

responses with the assistance of a Kindle.   

 

During independent work time when students need to refer back in a book for evidence or 

other required details, students are much more efficient and positive when using a Kindle.  

They are able to use the search function to quickly find what they are looking for and more, 

and so are able to complete their work in a shorter amount of time and include more valid 

details.  The students who were using a traditional book often complained about how long it 

was taking to find what they were looking for.  They also frequently asked to use a Kindle to 

make the work easier. 

 

Student Reflections: 

Based on the information we collected from students through the use of a post-survey, 

students had mostly positive things to say about their experience using the Kindles.  Only 17% 

of the students had their own eReaders at the beginning of our project but by the end 65% had 

either an eReader or an eReader app on another device. 

 

Students seemed most impressed with the functions available on the Kindle.  We noted that 

they liked the search function and the dictionary function.  They also liked using the buttons 

and keyboard.  They did, however, struggle with finding their spot at times.  Students also 

wished for colour and touch screens, both of which are available in a newer (and more 

expensive) version of the Kindle or other eReaders.   

 

Interestingly, 56.5% of students would prefer to use a traditional book for future novel studies 

or literature circles.  After reading all of the positive things students had to say about using the 

Kindles, it is hard to interpret why more preferred to use a traditional book over an eReader in 

the future.   

 

Conclusions and Future Directions: 

While using digital readers in the classroom has many compelling benefits, it is not a panacea.  

As with all technology in the classroom, there are pros and cons: though many students are 

savvy users of technology at home, they may not take advantage of the features available for 

academic benefit without the intrinsic motivation to succeed. This was often the case in our 

study.  A handful of students in the class were already strong readers and were very 

comfortable with the traditional paper book.  A larger segment of the class was made up of 

struggling readers. Only a handful of this group was motivated to use the digital reader truly as 

an assistive device and saw an increase in their grades.  The remainder of this struggling 

reader group seemed to continue on status quo, not too concerned with improving their 

performance, but rather more concerned with completing their assignments as quickly as 

possible.   

Our research team sees a number of additional uses for the digital readers and digital reader 

technology at Lakeshore Discovery. 



● assistive technology for students with IEPs 

● small group guided reading 

● student use in library at recess 

● after-school reading clubs 

● iPad app (same books available for download as on Kindle) 

● PC app (same books available for download, books can be projected on projector) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



References 

 

Mardis, M., and Everhart, N. (February, 2011). Digital textbooks in Florida: Extending 

the teacher-librarians’ reach. Teacher Librarian 38:3, 8-11. 

 

OSLA (2010). Together for Learning: School Libraries and the Emergence of the 

Learning Commons. Toronto, ON: The Ontario Library Association. 

 

Ontario Ministry of Education (2006). A Guide to Effective Literacy Instruction, Grades 4 to 

6. Toronto, ON. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Blackline Masters 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

  



 

 

 

 



Novel Study Learning Goals/Success Criteria 

 

 

  

 

 


