Work to communicate your love for reading on both
personal and professional levels. by Kim Pettit

FINE
PRINT

Nurture a
Reading Culture

A

complaint I often hear from editors and publishers
worldwide is, “My country does not have a reading culture.” When I explore the subject with them, they add,
“People in my culture do not value books. They do not
make time to read. They would rather visit with friends,
watch television, play ball, go to a movie, or do anything else rather
than pick up a book.”
From Nigeria to Mexico to India, I hear the same laments.
“Even Christians,” says one publisher, “read very little aside
from the Bible.”
Another agrees: “The vast majority only read books if they
are required for school. After they graduate, they never pick
up a book again.”
These same editors are often amazed at the proliferation of
books and bookstores in the United States. They long for the
reading culture they see here, unaware of some of the statistics
relative to the U.S. market. A 1996 survey conducted by the
American Booksellers Association found that:
✏ 58 percent of the U.S. adult population never reads
another book after high school.
✏ 33 percent of high school graduates never read another
book for the rest of their lives.
✏ 42 percent of college graduates never read another book.
✏ 80 percent of U.S. families did not buy or read a book
last year.
✏ 70 percent of U.S. adults have not been in a bookstore
in the last five years.
Do these statistics surprise you? They did me—but then
again, I’ve had a love affair with books ever since I can
remember. And who, being in love, can understand anyone
who does not revere the object of their affection?

Love affair (or not)
Even though we editors and publishers naturally want our
books to appeal to everyone else, the truth is no book—apart
from the Bible—is for everyone. Yet to have viable publishing
enterprises, we must create materials that appeal to enough
people to generate sufficient profit to publish the next book,
and the next, and so on. Therefore, how do we make readers
fall in love with our books? And—in countries without a reading culture—how do we interest the public in our products?

First, recognize that even people who regularly buy and
read books need encouragement. Estimates are that 57 percent
of new books are not read to completion. Most readers do not
get past page 18 in a book they have purchased. How do you
get people past the first chapter or two? There is no cut-anddried answer to this question, but there are factors to consider
as we work on our books.
Identify and sympathize with your audience. One of the
most damning comments I ever heard from an editor was that
he would never choose to read the books he worked on. Do
you think his readers noticed?
Tailor the text to readers’ needs. Make the writing sparkle.
Make it imaginative. Make it fun. Avoid jargon and (must I
say this?) clichés.
Make concepts accessible. Use the abstruse word only if
you must. Explore alternative writing, organization, and presentation styles.
Add visual elements to heighten the appeal of your books.
Provide multiple entry-points to engage readers. Use headlines, subheads, pictures, quotes, captions, sidebars.
Add auditory appeal to the product. Read the copy out
loud and see if it makes you stumble. Check the flow of sentences and the pacing of your paragraphs. See if you can make
your readers race past page 18.
Second, step beyond your company’s publishing efforts
and promote a reading culture on a personal level. Challenge
yourself to become a more informed and widely-read person,
and lead by example. Lend out your books. Tell others about
what you are reading. Read an exciting story out loud to a
group of kids. Host a book discussion group at church. Volunteer with literacy programs. Give books as gifts. Give magazine
subscriptions. Support and build public and private libraries as
you are able. Keep your eyes and ears open for resources that
will interest those within your circles of influence.
If you want a reading culture, then do something to make
it happen. Publish the best materials you can and share your
love for books. ❖

JUNE 2004 INTERLIT/13

