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AR: What are Motives Behind the Motives?

Shonda Brisco

Being wrong is hard to admit some-
times. Like everyone else in the early
1990s, I was intrigued by the idea
that a computerized testing program
would create lifelong readers in my
school. However, as I have watched
the progress of the Accelerated
Reader program, I have begun to
question the motives behind "the
motivation."

Instead of librarians and teachers
working together to involve students
in reading for classroom discussions
or unique book projects, teachers are
requiring students to read "within
grade level" to obtain points. These
points transfer to anything from a
grade in class to a free pizza party.
And in their eagerness to win prizes
or recognition, students begin read-
ing everything in sight.. .that is, if
there's a test for it.

Although the Accelerated Reader
program has changed significantly in
the past 10 years, most significant is
that it now has become a multi-mil-
lion dollar "catch-phrase" for any
company that wants to promote its
books to teacher-librarians. Instead
of suggesting and selecting books
through thoughtful review processes
and evaluations, teacher-librarians
generate copies of AR reading lists
for specific grade levels and distrib-
ute them to students.

For many teacher-librarians, the
Accelerated Reader program has also
become an accepted selection tool.
As a result, regardless of the quality
of the product, if a book has an AR
test, it is certain to find its way to a
school library shelf. Therefore,
teacher-librarians who fail to use
professional selection tools to care-
fully choose materials for their
younger patrons may find high-

interest, low vocabulary books for
high school students on elementary
shelves because of the AR reading
levels.

Once the computer program is in
place for the entire student body,
most serious discussions between the
teacher and the student regarding a
book's underlying messages, its sym-
bolism, or even character develop-
ment, come to an end. Instead,
books are pulled off the shelves,
examined for points, and then, with-
out regard to genre or perhaps true
interest, read by students in hopes of
passing a 10- to 20-question multi-
ple-choice test. This alone demon-
strates that teachers and
teacher-librarians are forgoing the
instructional concepts of Bloom's
taxonomy when it comes to litera-
ture instruction.

As with any behavior modifica-
tion program, AR has taught teach-
ers and teacher-librarians to give up
all common sense and educational
theories, and put their trust (and
money) in the hands of those who
know how to "motivate" children to
read. In turn, these followers of the
program continue to report success
in student reading and library circu-
lation statistics without evaluating
the possible repercussions of the
product. With no evidence of high-
er-level thinking skills being devel-
oped among readers, the question
becomes, "Will these students
become lifelong readers who can
later evaluate and select materials for
reasons other than a tangible reward
or points listed on the inside of a
cover?"

To skeptics of the program and
those who question the long-term
success of students, reports are
offered as proof - reports written by
Advantage Learning Company,

developer of the Accelerated Reader
program. And when independent
researchers question the program's
ability to create lifelong readers,
such reports are ignored by AR's true
believers.

Because research into the effect of
a program on students is often diffi-
cult unless it is long-term, many
teachers and teacher-librarians, it
seems, are not willing to wait and
are forging ahead with the program.
Perhaps it is this blind acceptance of
AR's promise to "motivate" and
reward students while "creating
readers" that is most disturbing, as it
seems to have overshadowed educa-
tors' normal skepticism over prod-
ucts offering quick fixes to
deep-rooted problems.

Although such problems might
require the expertise of reading spe-
cialists, teachers and librarians, it
appears that the 17 individuals who
make up the Accelerated Reader's
Advisory Board consist of four edu-
cational psychologists, two class-
room teachers, one reading specialist
and one librarian. The remaining 13
members are a mixture of school
administrators (6), education consul-
tants (1) and test developers (1). I
maintain that this suggests that the
company's emphasis is in changing
"behavior" rather than improving
reading (and thinking) skills.

Because the AR program suggests
(and offers) extrinsic rewards for
points gained through reading, it is
important to question if the compa-
ny (which is also listed on the New
York Stock Exchange) is truly
designed to help students become
better readers. For if better readers
were the company's primary goal,
shouldn't there be less emphasis
placed on psychology and more on
reading? Otherwise, wouldn't there

APRIL 2003 33



BOO_KS
FOR YAs'

& MORE!
Each bimonthly issue of

KLIATT offers hundreds of
reviews of recommended
paperbacks, audiobooks,
and educational software

for young adults.

"Exhilarating to read... savvy,
style, and verve...perceptive,
cogent assessments in lucid
prose... _- Library Journal

COUPON FOR
I NEW SUBSCRIBERSI

Subscribe for one year (six issues) at
the special rate of 530.00 and receive
your first issue free with this coupon!

(Add 12.00 for Canada.)

.. ame:

Address:

lK[LATT
. 33 Bay State Road
. Wellesley, MA 02481
. ~ '/Fax (781) 237-7577
.......................................

be more than one reading specialist,
one librarian, and two elementary
teachers seated on the board?

As librarians and teachers contin-
ue to work through their problems
with the Accelerated Reader program,
thousands of dollars are spent each
year by districts hoping to "create
readers" by seating students in front
of computers containing a program
that generates multiple-choice ques-
tions - the same type of questions
that could be written by a classroom
teacher.

For the poor students, struggling
readers or non-readers, the AR pro-
gram should be placed in the
Reading Recovery classroom to assess
those who need intensive reading
practice in order to catch up with
their peers. However, as a tool to
"motivate" students who are capable
of independent reading and who are
reading on grade level, the AR pro-
gram has become an addiction of
points and prizes that no one seems
to know how to overcome.

As librarians and teachers, we
understand the difficulty of reading
and we understand the success that it
can bring through thoughtful discus-
sion and creative activities. However,
in our rush to produce readers of
quantity, we have forgotten that
without thoughtful review of litera-
ture, we create mediocre readers who
will not be able to achieve the same
success that we had when our teach-
ers made us think beyond the literal
written word and apply our own per-
sonal insight and creativity into
what we chose to read. In my opin-
ion, it's time to close the book on
this program.
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