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Rethinking Classroom Libraries: How Strong  
Collections Build Strong Readers  

Decades of research point to a simple but powerful truth: access to books changes 

outcomes. When students have consistent access to engaging, high-quality books 

during the school day, they read more, strengthen literacy skills, build background 

knowledge, and develop stronger identities as readers (Allington & Cunningham, 

2007; Anderson et al., 1988).

Research shows that students in classrooms 
with rich book access read 50–60% more, 
and greater reading volume leads to 
stronger academic performance.

— �Allington & Cunningham

Yet despite the critical role classroom libraries play in literacy development, they are 

often treated as supplemental rather than foundational. In many schools, classroom 

libraries are assembled slowly through teacher donations, secondhand purchases, and 

scattered funding rather than through intentional literacy investment.

At a time when schools are working urgently to improve reading achievement, 

classroom libraries offer one of the most practical, scalable, and research-backed 

opportunities available. They help students achieve a volume of reading, increase 

engagement, support instruction, and create daily conditions where literacy can 

thrive.
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The Problem 

Students cannot become strong readers without opportunities to read regularly, 

independently, and with access to books they genuinely want to read. Yet access 

to books during the school day remains uneven, particularly in under-resourced 

communities.

Research consistently shows that reading volume is one of the strongest predictors 

of reading achievement (Krashen, 2004). The more students read, the more fluent, 

confident, and knowledgeable they become. But telling students to read is not 

enough. Students need immediate and ongoing access to books that reflect their 

interests, experiences, reading levels, and curiosity.

Without strong classroom libraries: 

•	 Independent reading opportunities become limited

•	 Student choice decreases

•	 Reading stamina is harder to build

•	 Vocabulary and background knowledge growth slows

•	 Reading engagement declines 

These challenges compound over time. Students who read less encounter fewer 

words, fewer ideas, and fewer opportunities to strengthen comprehension and 

fluency. For many students, especially those with limited access to books outside of 

school, the classroom library may represent their most reliable source of daily reading 

materials. 

The single factor most strongly associated 
with reading achievement—more than 
socioeconomic status or any instructional 
approach—is time spent reading.

— Stephen Krashen, The Power of Reading
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What the Research Shows

The research on classroom libraries is remarkably consistent: students read more and 

achieve more when books are visible, accessible, and integrated into daily instruction.

Studies show that students in classrooms with rich access to books read significantly 

more than their peers, and increased reading volume is strongly associated with 

higher academic achievement (Allington & Cunningham, 2007).

Research also demonstrates that: 

•	 Reading volume directly improves reading achievement, particularly when 

students engage in self-selected reading (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 2021)

•	 Students who choose what they read show higher levels of motivation and 

engagement (Theesfeld, 2021; Creghan et al., 2023)

•	 Exposure to a wide range of genres improves comprehension and reading 

motivation (Gingerich & Adler, 2020)

•	 Interactive read-alouds strengthen vocabulary, comprehension, and oral 

language development (Beck & McKeown, 2001; Wasik & Bond, 2001)

•	 Content-rich texts help students build the background knowledge necessary 

for deeper comprehension and learning across disciplines (Kaefer et al., 2014; 

Kaefer et al., 2016)

The impact of reading volume is especially striking. Decades of research have shown 

that students who spend more time reading consistently outperform peers who 

read less. In their landmark study, Anderson, Wilson, and Fielding (1988) found that 

students at the highest levels of reading achievement read dramatically more words 

per year than lower-performing peers. More recent research continues to reinforce 

this relationship, showing that increased reading volume—particularly independent 

and self-selected reading—is strongly associated with improved reading achievement, 

vocabulary development, comprehension, and fluency (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 

2021). In other words, stronger readers become stronger largely because they spend 

more time reading.

When books are easy to access throughout the day, educators find that students read 

more frequently, revisit favorite texts, explore new genres and topics, build confidence 

as readers, and share reading experiences with peers. These daily interactions with 

books strengthen both literacy skills and reading identity. 
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Why This Matters 

Classroom libraries provide more than books. When thoughtfully curated and 

intentionally integrated into instruction, they create the daily conditions necessary for 

literacy development to take root and grow. A strong classroom library supports every 

part of the literacy block, from independent reading and small-group differentiated 

instruction to interactive read-alouds, vocabulary development, fluency practice, 

and whole-class discussions. It gives teachers immediate access to texts that can 

reinforce instruction, build background knowledge, and help students apply new 

skills in authentic ways. Rather than treating reading as a disconnected academic 

task, classroom libraries make books visible, accessible, and woven into the rhythm of 

everyday learning.

Research consistently shows that students become stronger readers when they spend 

more time reading, particularly when they have opportunities to engage with books 

they genuinely want to read. Classroom libraries help make that possible. When 

books are within reach throughout the school day, students are more likely to read 

independently, revisit favorite texts, explore new genres, and develop confidence 

in themselves as readers. Over time, students begin to see reading not simply as 

something they are assigned to do, but as something that belongs to them.

Classroom libraries also help transform classroom culture. They create spaces  

where reading becomes social, visible, and valued. Students recommend books to 

one another, engage in academic conversations around shared texts, and encounter 

ideas and experiences that expand their understanding of the world. Access to a wide 

range of culturally relevant and content-rich texts also helps students build empathy, 

curiosity, and critical thinking skills while deepening comprehension across subjects. 

Literacy development does not happen in isolation; it is strengthened through 

consistent exposure to language, ideas, and meaningful opportunities to engage  

with texts.
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The Opportunity 

The research is clear: investing in classroom libraries is one of the most effective 

and cost-efficient ways schools can strengthen literacy outcomes. Unlike many 

interventions, classroom libraries are scalable across classrooms, schools, and 

districts; flexible enough to support a wide range of instructional approaches; 

sustainable through ongoing collection development; and immediately actionable 

for both teachers and students. When 

thoughtfully curated and consistently 

integrated into instruction, classroom 

libraries become an everyday engine for 

literacy growth, increasing reading volume, 

engagement, and opportunities for 

meaningful practice.

The impact of that investment extends 

far beyond reading instruction alone. 

Literacy is deeply connected to long-

term academic success and future 

opportunity, influencing learning across 

every discipline, from science and social 

studies to mathematics and the arts. 

Students who read widely build the 

vocabulary, background knowledge, and 

comprehension skills needed to navigate 

increasingly complex texts and ideas. 

Access to books, therefore, is not simply a literacy issue; it is also an access and 

opportunity issue. When students lack consistent access to engaging books, they lose 

daily opportunities to practice reading, build stamina, and experience the confidence 

and joy that sustain lifelong learning. Conversely, when classrooms are rich with 

books and opportunities to read, students are far more likely to develop the habits, 

skills, and motivation that support success in school and beyond.

Schools do not need to build perfect classroom libraries overnight. Research and 

practitioner guidance suggest that sustained investment over time can meaningfully 

expand access and impact. Starting with one classroom, one grade level, or one 

targeted collection can create momentum that grows over time, helping schools 

build stronger cultures of reading and more equitable opportunities for literacy 

development.

Effective classroom libraries 
share several common features: 

•	 Diverse, high-interest texts across 

genres and formats

•	 Books that reflect students’ 

identities and experiences

•	 Content-rich texts that build 

knowledge and vocabulary

•	 Opportunities for student choice 

and ownership

•	 Alignment with instructional goals 

and curriculum

•	 Regular refreshes to maintain 

engagement and relevance
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In Conclusion  

Classroom libraries are not decorative classroom features or optional add-ons. They 

are one of the most powerful and practical tools schools have for improving literacy 

outcomes. The evidence is overwhelming: reading achievement grows when students 

spend time reading, and classroom libraries help make that possible every single 

day by placing engaging, high-quality books within reach of students throughout 

the school day. Yet despite their importance, classroom libraries are too often built 

through piecemeal donations, teacher-funded purchases, or collections assembled 

over time without sustained investment or strategic support. While these efforts 

reflect the deep commitment educators have to their students, they cannot alone 

create the rich, responsive, and consistently updated collections that research shows 

students need.

If schools and districts are serious about strengthening literacy outcomes, classroom 

libraries must be treated as an essential part of literacy infrastructure, not an optional 

enhancement. Intentional investment matters because classroom libraries do 

more than support reading instruction; they help create a culture of reading. When 

classrooms are filled with accessible, engaging books, reading becomes visible, 

social, and valued. Students recommend books to one another, revisit favorite texts, 

engage in conversations around ideas, and begin to see themselves as readers. Over 

time, these daily interactions with books help transform reading from an isolated 

academic task into a meaningful and self-directed habit that students carry beyond 

the classroom.

At a moment when literacy outcomes remain a national concern, classroom libraries 

represent a practical, research-backed solution hiding in plain sight. Investing in 

classroom libraries is not simply an investment in bookshelves or materials. It is an 

investment in opportunity, engagement, achievement, and the lifelong power of 

reading. When schools and districts prioritize consistent access to books through 

sustained, intentional literacy investment, they create the conditions for stronger 

readers, stronger learners, and stronger futures.
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