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What  Teens  Read :  A  Compar ison  o f  Ado lescent  Read ing 
Pre fe rences  in  2017  and  2021 

Research has shown that 
adolescents are more likely to read 

when they find books that are engaging 
and relevant to them. Fiction remains 
popular among teens because it meets 
adolescents’ need for reading something 
enjoyable with relatable characters and 
storylines. Furthermore, fiction titles 
that are popular among teens provide a 
topic of conversation for adolescents to 
connect with their peers. Educators and 
librarians need to know what teens like 
to read to find engaging and motivating 
content for them. 

Methods  

The study draws on two large-scale 
mixed-methods studies of the reading 
habits of secondary school students in 
six secondary schools. In the first study in 
2017, 6,005 out of 7,208 enrolled students 
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(83.3%) completed a reading survey and 
focus group interviews with 96 students 
were conducted. In the second study in 
2021, 6,752 out of 7,872 enrolled students 
(85.8%) completed a similar survey and 
focus group interviews with 37 students 
were conducted.  

In both studies, we asked students to list 
two to four books and/or magazines read 
in the last 6 months to understand what 
adolescents were reading. Data on the 
book titles were cleaned and coded, and 
the following key categories of student 
reading emerged: 

1. Series titles 

2. Standalone titles 

3. Comics/manga/graphic novels/
webtoons/light novels

4. Newspapers/magazines 

5. Online stories/fanfiction 

Findings
1. Series books remain popular among 

adolescents 

Series books made up the bulk of the top 
100 and top 30 titles read, with titles from 
The Maze Runner, Harry Potter and The 
Hunger Games series widely read among 

teens in both years. Teens may become 
attached to familiar characters and 
invested in following their lives, especially 
when they have to overcome relatable 
challenges.  

2. There were enduring titles and 
genres in both years 

The Harry Potter series (#1) and the Percy 
Jackson and the Olympians series (#2) 
remain the undisputed top two. Genres 
such as adventure and fantasy, dystopian 
and children’s literature appealed most to 
teens. There was a tendency to read titles 
by the same authors and titles read were 
very American-centric. Table 1 on the 
next page provides a detailed list. 

3. There was more manga in the top 
100 titles in 2021 

In 2021, there were 15 manga/comic/
manhwa (Korean comics) titles as 
compared to 2017 with four manga/
comic titles. Demon Slayer, Attack on 
Titan, Komi Can’t Communicate and Solo 
Leveling were manga and manhwa titles 
in the top 100. The gradual increase in 
the quantity of anime-released series on 
Netflix, which entered Singapore in 2016, 
could be a possible contributing factor to 
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the increased popularity of these manga 
titles. Easier access to manga online and 
in bookstores may be another contributing 
factor. 

4. Teens read new titles in the 2021 list 

Teens do pick up new reads that are 
published over the years, suggesting 
that teens like to read what is current (see 
Table 2). New titles in the 2021 survey 
include One of Us is Lying (Karen M. 
Manus, 2017), The Tattooist of Auschwitz 
(Heather Morris, 2018) and Atomic Habits 
(James Clear, 2020). 

5. Teens read widely 

A look through the reading list reveals a 
wide range of titles across works of fiction 

and non-fiction. Biographies such as 
Anne Frank the Diary of a Young Girl and 
I am Malala, classics such as The Little 
Prince and Pride and Prejudice, self-help 
books such as Atomic Habits, The Art of 
Thinking Clearly were titles read.

Discussion and Implications  
Ensuring students have access to books 
that they would want to read supports 
more frequent and engaged reading. 
Certain genres, such as adventure and 
fantasy, and dystopian, appeal to teens. 
Stocking the library with series books, 
contemporary books and manga/comics/
graphic novels draw students into the 
library. Educators should also cater to 
the wide and varied tastes of teens and 

stretch student reading through a diverse 
and well-curated library collection. 
Finally, the quality and quantity of the 
book collection is key to supporting 
students’ access to books. 

Table 1. Enduring titles in the top 30 in 2017 and 2021. 

Table 2. New titles appearing in the 2021 survey.
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