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ABSTRACT 
 

This micro study aimed to explore, “Why aren’t children in Bhutan reading?” For the purpose of this 
study, I have chosen students of two primary schools and one central school. I did case study with 
20 students of class IV to VI from each school. I focused my study on reading in both the 
languages taught in Bhutanese schools: Dzongkha, the national language, and English, as a 
second language. I collected my data using semi structured interview with students. I also talked 
informally with some of the students. This small study has led me to my current interest of finding 
out the main reasons why children are not reading in Bhutan. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
English language is a second language in the 
schools of the Bhutanese people and it is also 
given the paramount importance by the 
Education Ministry. Though there were no 
studies done on this issue, it still remains a 
national concern for many educators and parents 
in Bhutan. As a teacher and a father, this 

concern gave rise to a question in my mind, 
“Why aren’t children in Bhutan reading?” To find 
out the reason to this perennial question, I 
carried out a study in three schools.  
 
My experience as a teacher for the last twenty 
four years, many students in the school do not 
like to read because they do not understand what 
they read. Students do reading in the school just 
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for academic purpose. It is evident that most of 
the students do not read books during their 
leisure hours. Students hardly read books other 
than prescribed texts. All these are indicators 
that show there are certain factors which hinder 
the capability and confidence of the students in 
reading ability.  
 
As implied above, there are a range of reasons 
as to why this might be the case. Is it because 
students are not skilled enough to read? Is it 
because reading materials are not easily 
accessible? There could be many reasons and 
the likely cause is in fact a combination of these. 
However, not much research has been carried 
out to find out what factors could have impeded 
the acquisition of reading ability by students. 
Ahuji [1] states that today’s youth is not educated 
until he becomes an effective reader. Thus, 
reading is that first button in the garment of 
education. The ability to read well is                                
one of the most valuable skills in this ever 
widening world. Today reading serves manifold 
purpose. It is needed in daily life activities. In this 
context, as a teacher, it was the biggest concern 
to explore, why aren’t children in Bhutan 
reading? My study identified four main areas of 
concern. 
 

1.1 Popular Study Materials for Children 
 

Most children like to read books with pictures and 
medium print size. Among the reading materials 
the comic seems to be the most popular kind of 
book but in the rural Bhutan, comic books are not 
available. Children seem to look for the comic 
section of the national newspaper, the only 
source that they could get once a week. There 
are almost no books written in the national 
language besides the school textbooks, so not 
much reading can take place in their national 
language. Children can get some reading 
materials written in English and they like to read 
them but these materials are very scarce and 
scanty in number. Teachers are not able to 
choose books that appeal to the children, as 
there is not much reading material available. 
 

1.2 Lack of Motivation 
 
Most reading is done in schools and in the 
schools it is for academic purposes only. There is 
no proper motivation given for children to do 
reading. The only reading for pleasure is once or 
twice in a month where the teacher brings some 
books and issues to the children. Children must 
find their own time to read the books as there is 

no proper timetable for reading books for 
information, ideas or simply for pleasure. They 
get to change the books only after another 
month. The school organizes a so-called 
Reading Week, in which only the good readers 
take part for competition. According to the study, 
many students wanted to participate but only 
selected ones could take part because of 
insufficient materials, space and time. 

 
1.3 Parents’ Background and Home 

Environment 
 
Although some Bhutanese do read, the society at 
large follows an oral culture. People prefer to talk 
than read. Even in operating machines instead of 
reading the manuals, ‘trial and error’ is the 
common practice of the society. On the other 
hand, children in rural areas have to attend to a 
number of regular household chores. Illiterate 
parents and elders in homes cannot understand 
the value of reading if it is not connected to 
school, religion or daily tasks.  

 
1.4 Lack of Modeling  
 

Children do not have role models to look up to 
and see how reading is done for recreational 
activity. Teachers have prescribed manuals and 
syllabuses to follow and they are required to 
meet the deadlines. So reading aloud an 
enjoyable book of personal choice cannot take 
place. At home, reading for pleasure hardly ever 
takes place. Occasionally children see monks 
reading sophisticated prayer books to grasp the 
meaning of which is beyond the knowledge of 
most lay people not schooled in the sacred 
scriptures. 
 

This small study has led me to my current 
interest of finding out more about these four main 
reasons why children are not reading in Bhutan. I 
have researched the four factors to give me a 
greater understanding of this problem so that I 
can create a strategy to help Bhutanese children 
enjoy reading and become lifelong readers. 
 

1.5 Lack of Appropriate Reading 
Materials  

 

The unavailability of reading materials and 
facilities in the school are some of the major 
concerns of students and teachers. The different 
types of reading materials that student commonly 
use are short stories, essay, poems, kuensel, 
newspapers and subject related books. However, 
some of these reading materials are not available 
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in the schools. Thus, the access to availability of 
reading materials can be an important factor that 
hinder enhancement of students’ reading ability. 
According to Zangmo [2] who revealed that many 
studies have shown and supported the notion 
that a book rich classroom environment will 
increase the motivation levels of the children to 
read. It was found out that in most developing 
countries, the libraries have a majority of 
textbooks than fiction. The evidence showed that 
‘ready access to a wide range of books is a key 
factor in raising literacy levels’ Elley (1996). High 
reading scores were not found in countries that 
do not contain good school libraries. Therefore, 
the availability of books is a key factor in reading 
development. 
 
According to one of Gambrell’s major findings, 
‘The availability of books is the key factor in 
reading development’ (1996: online) only if 
children are instructed how to use the books. 
Although it is obvious that having a book-rich 
environment has a positive effect on children’s 
reading, studies have shown that what matters 
most is what is done with the books. Gambrell [3] 
says that as having a piano in the room will not 
necessarily make a child pianist and similarly 
having books available is not sufficient for the 
development of highly motivated readers. On the 
other hand, as pianist needs a piano to perform, 
there should be high quality books and other 
reading materials for children to become good 
readers. 
 
The study too reveals that the lack of 
supplementary reading materials in the school 
deterred students from building their reading 
abilities. Generally, this factor has become a 
common issue in all schools and it has                
affected the students to read well with accuracy 
and fluency [4]. It seems that supplementary   
reading materials that meet students’ interest are 
rarely found in remote schools although the 
school has adequate library books. Therefore, 
lack of access to wide range of materials 
hampers acquisition of vocabulary and 
comprehension skills in addition to development 
of reading habit. In school, it is not possible to 
get adequate numbers of interesting reading 
materials because of limited financial support. 
Even if the schools have the subject matter and 
illustrations available, many of the imported 
books are often unfamiliar to the cultural 
backgrounds of readers. This lack of resources 
could also be a reason why students do not show 
interest in reading and thus their reading habit 
are very poor. 

Gambrell [5] found out that about 80 percent of 
children that he interviewed indicated that 
narrative and information books that they 
enjoyed most were self selected from the 
classroom library. The research supports the 
notion that the books and stories that children 
find most interesting are those they have 
selected for their own reasons and purposes. In 
a study done by Schiefele (1991), students who 
were allowed and encouraged to choose their 
own reading materials spent more effort in 
learning and understanding the material. ‘It 
appears that opportunities for choice promote 
students’ independence and versatility as 
readers’ (Turner, 1995) 
 

1.6 Motivation 
 
The other important factor responsible for 
developing a reading interest in students 
depends on motivation. Day and Bamford [6] 
states that motivation is a force that makes 
people do or not to do something. Wigfield and 
Guthrie [7] mention that, motivation and 
engagement make reading enjoyable. The 
greater the motivation, the greater the learning 
will be. Therefore, students need to be motivated 
to be learning. One of the reasons of student’s 
poor reading habit may due to the lack of 
teacher’s appropriate motivation towards 
teaching reading skills [8]. It plays an important 
role and brings behavioral changes and 
influences in the learners. Motivation is 
something that energizes, directs, and sustains 
behavior; it gets students moving, points them in 
a particular direction, and keeps them going 
(Ormrod, 2014). Motivated to learn also refers to, 
“The degree to which students are dedicated to 
and engaged in learning. A willingness to think 
through problems and work through challenges 
to achieve mastery of a concept or skill goes 
beyond simply having fun during learning.” In this 
sense, not all the learners are of same cognitive 
level of learning. Teachers should identify the 
learners intelligence level and reinforce the 
learning accordingly. Kennedy as cited in Ions & 
Quigley (1995) said that, not every child has an 
equal talent or an equal ability or equal 
motivation, but children have the equal right to 
develop their talent, their ability and their 
motivation. 
 

1.7 Culture and Home Factor 
 
Reading is seen as ‘work’ by both parents and 
children and thus reading for pleasure hardly 
takes place in some families and cultures in the 
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context of remote places in Bhutan. Besides, 
illiterate parents and elders in homes cannot 
understand the value of reading. The society at 
large follows an oral culture in remote places of 
Bhutan. People prefer to talk than read. The IEA 
Reading Literacy Study found that students 
whose home language differed from the school 
language performed less well on the reading 
tests than those who were tested on their home 
language (cited in [5]). 
 

1.8 Parents’ Background and the Home 
Environment 

 
The home environment is a very important factor 
affecting lifelong readers. Parents are the child’s 
first educator. A child’s family and home 
environment has a strong impact on his/her 
language and literacy development and 
educational achievement. This impact is stronger 
during the child’s early years but continues 
throughout their school year. The support, 
guidance and literacy skills of parents will 
definitely have an impact on their children’s 
reading ability.  M. C. Smith & Elish-Piper, (2002) 
mention that whenever parents have literacy 
problems, the potential exists for their children to 
struggle with literacy acquisition. Parents reading 
to babies and young children have a strong 
impact on children’s language and literacy 
development. Parent’s reading to their children in 
the pre-school years is regarded as an important 
predictor of literacy achievement (Weinberger, 
1996). Therefore, there are two components to 
the role parents play with reading attitude. First, 
the home literacy culture is significant to the 
development of children. Within the home literacy 
environment, there should be presence of 
literacy artifacts including many different kinds of 
printed materials. 
 

1.9 Role Models 
 
Modeling refers to the patterning of thoughts, 
beliefs, strategies and actions after those 
displayed by one or more models- usually 
teachers or parents who explain and 
demonstrate skills (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1997) 
[9]. When we as teachers or even as parents 
share our reading with children, we are showing 
them how reading enhances our lives. In this 
way, we demonstrate to our children that reading 
helps us learn more about the world in which we 
live, gives us pleasure, increases our vocabulary, 
and makes us good speakers and writers. 
Another important reason mentioned is that when 
we share our personal reading, children learn to 

see us as real readers. Explicit reading models 
for our students will help them find out that 
reading is enjoyable and learning is pleasure, 
Children will be encouraged to become lifelong 
readers [10]. 
 
Mana and Misheff ( as cited in Oğuz, Yıldız, & 
Hayırsever, 2009) suggest that the joy and 
enthusiasm of reading cannot be taught but 
modeled. Accordingly, students could not only 
become good readers through modeling. The 
role of the teacher in the school is paramount. 
Research suggests that the frequency with which 
students read in and out of school depend upon 
the priority classroom teachers give to 
independent reading (Anderson, Wilson, & 
Fielding, 1988) [11]. For a student to be a better 
reader, a given role model by parents, teachers, 
and peers may facilitate their learning. Gambrell, 
Morrow, & Pressley, [10] state that students need 
to see that we value reading and that reading is 
important in our life. Therefore, teacher modeling 
and parents modeling of reading has                   
positive effect on student learning to read 
effectively. 

 
2. CONCLUSION  
 
After having read many materials on how to get 
children to read, I have realised that children 
must learn to love reading to develop reading 
habits. From an early age, children need to 
encounter a wide variety of books that entertain, 
arouse their interest and excite their curiosity. In 
countries like Bhutan, there are not many books 
available for pleasure and the only reading 
materials are the textbooks. Children miss 
opportunities to read for enjoyment that results in 
reading impediments. When children’s reading 
skills are under developed and the only reading 
materials are the textbooks, reading becomes 
difficult and not enjoyable. The prescribed text 
books which are difficult for children and the 
competition based reading programmes might 
lead to the development of aversion to reading in 
children [12]. For children who live in a bookless 
society, in an oral culture where reading is 
thought as work rather than pleasure, teachers 
need to think of creating interest among young 
learners from a very early age with a wide range 
of books rather than using only pressure to make 
children read. Success in bringing up a 
generation of children who will read for pleasure 
can be fulfilled only when access to books is 
easy, when children have the choice and time for 
reading and finally when they are shown the real 
value and purpose of reading. 
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CONSENT 
 
Asking interviewees to fill in the consent form in 
advance to ensure full participation for collection 
of data. During the data collection, confidentiality 
and anonymity on the views responded by 
participants will be maintained throughout the 
research. All the participants would be 
guaranteed not to disclose their identity and 
pseudonyms will be provided in the final write up. 
Similar during the post data collection period, the 
researcher will maintain participants’ identity and 
ensure that the participant’s views and ideas are 
protected from any damages or harm. Any 
information regarding the researcher such as 
field notes, interview transcripts and observation 
sheets will be kept securely and it would be 
available to only the researcher. 

 
ETHICAL APPROVAL 
 
Ethical issues are the professional code of 
conduct that the researchers must abide by 
before, during and after the research. A Guide to 
Research Ethics (2003) of the University of 
Minnesota provides us with very important 
reasons as to why understanding research ethics 
is important. According to the Guide; Research is 
a public trust that must be ethically conducted, 
trustworthy, and socially responsible if the results 
are to be valuable [13]. All parts of a research 
project – from the project design to submission of 
the results for peer review – have to be 
upstanding in order to be considered ethical. 
When even one part of a research project is 
questionable or conducted unethically, the 
integrity of the entire project is called into 
question. (pg. 6-7). Therefore, the researcher will 
take care of any potential ethical issues. While 
carrying out the study, the researcher will 
maintain the confidentiality of interviewees. In the 
pre-data collection, the researcher will make 
aware of how one should get access to data 
collection. For instance, getting approvals from 
the concerned authorities such as Paro College 
of Education, Ministry of Education, District 
Education Officers, and school principals. 
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