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ABSTRACT

In an age dominated by screens, algorithms and information overload, it is both a challenge and a responsibility to
nurture a sustainable reading culture. This paper examines the evolving role of librarians and teachers as cultural
guardians balancing technology with tradition. Drawing parallels between the ancient Gurukul system and the
modern digital reading ecosystems, the study highlights reading as a life skill, social equaliser and empowerment
tool. Drawing on Ranganathan’s First Law, book clubs, inclusive access models and practical learning strategies,
the paper proposes a hybrid reading culture. This approach enhances reading literacy, critical thinking and lifelong

learning across primary, secondary and higher education.
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1. INTRODUCTION: READING IN A TIME OF DISTRACTION

The contemporary information environment is characterized by unprecedented access to digital content, yet this
abundance has coincided with a noticeable decline in sustained, deep reading practices. In addition to broader shifts
in attention patterns influenced by social media, algorithm-driven platforms and multitasking digital habits, long-
form reading and extensive reading are more often replaced by quick skimming, scrolling and episodic consumption
of information on the screen (Van der Weel & Mangen, 2022). The hyperlink, the notification, the multimedia
features and the constant connectivity, all interfere with sustained attention and encourage non-linear movement
through texts (Liu, 2005). While digital technologies have expanded the availability of information and multiplied
the number of opportunities to read, they have also altered the cognitive processes by which readers process,
interpret and retain knowledge.

In the current educational landscape, librarians and educators face a significant challenge in nurturing meaningful
and sustained reading habits while keeping pace with rapid technological advancements. The growing presence of
digital media has transformed how individuals engage with texts, often competing with sustained attention. Rather
than treating print and digital formats as opposing forces, it is essential to explore ways they can complement one
another. This discussion highlights how libraries and educational institutions can strategically integrate technology
to support deep reading, critical thinking and intellectual engagement despite the distractions of modern life (Kumar
N. et al., 2024).
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2. TRADITION MEETS TECHNOLOGY: GURUKUL TO GOOGLE

In Indian educational traditions, especially under the Gurukul system (Bhatia 2025), reading and learning were
placed in a holistic context that included intellectual, ethical and spiritual development (Channawar 2022). In the
past, knowledge was predominantly transmitted through oral methods such as instruction, recitation and
memorization along with deep contemplation and texts were not only read but also internalized and discussed in a
lived context, demonstrating a deep connection with the material (Wood 2025). At the center of this system was the
Guru-Shishya parampara, in which the teacher acted as a guide and moral mentor, developing the character of the
learner along with intellectual development. Hence, reading was a holistic and formative exercise rather than one
that was driven by examinations or measurable outcomes (Behl and Pattiaratchi 2023).

These digital reading ecosystems are often faster and more abundant, with e-books, audiobooks and online learning
platforms, all enhanced with Al tools to provide personalized experiences, immediate access to information and
multimodal interactions (Mohammadi et al., 2025). While digital technologies have increased the availability of
education and learning materials to learners from different parts of the world and from different economic classes,
there are also risks, such as shallow learning, in which the breadth of learning resources can detract from the depth
of learning and information is quickly consumed without reflection and deep thought (Kang & Eune, 2013).

A key insight of this shift is that maintaining a reading culture means combining the depth and discipline of
traditional practices with the accessibility and inclusion of digital technology, rather than choosing one or the other.
Libraries and educational institutions serve a crucial function in bridging traditional heritage and modern innovation,

which is essential for promoting impactful reading experiences in today's digital landscape (Rahmanova, 2025).

Table 1: Comparative Table: Gurukul Reading and Digital Reading Ecosystems

Dimension

Gurukul Reading Practices
(Traditional)

Digital Reading Ecosystems

(Contemporary)

Mode of Knowledge

Transmission

Oral transmission, recitation,

memorization

E-books, audiobooks, multimedia, Al

tools

Nature of Reading

Deep, linear, contemplative

Non-linear, fragmented, hyperlinked

Role of Teacher/Librarian

Guru as mentor and moral guide

Facilitator, curator, digital literacy guide

Learner Engagement

Slow learning, reflection, dialogue

Fast access, multitasking,

personalization

Purpose of Reading

Character formation and wisdom

Skill acquisition, information access

Assessment Orientation

Not examination-driven

Often outcome- and performance-driven

Strengths

Depth, focus, internalization

Accessibility, inclusivity, scalability

Risks / Limitations

Limited reach, dependence on

teacher

Superficial engagement, attention

fragmentation

Ideal Learning Outcome

Wisdom (Jnana) and ethical
growth

Knowledge efficiency and adaptability

The significance of Table 1 lies in demonstrating that the two models are not oppositional but complementary.

Sustainable reading cultures emerge when the contemplative depth and mentorship central to traditional practices
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are integrated with the accessibility and flexibility of digital platforms. This integration positions librarians and
educators as critical mediators who can align technological affordances with human-centered learning goals, thereby

reconciling wisdom-oriented reading with efficiency-driven information use.

3. READING STYLES: PRINT VS DIGITAL

Reading practices are increasingly shaped by the medium through which texts are consumed. Distinct cognitive and
behavioral patterns are supported by print and digital formats, with both formats having advantages and limitations.
Libraries and schools should develop balanced reading strategies that incorporate print and digital formats to support
their various learning needs. Deep, immersive engagement is often associated with print reading, as the format
provides less distraction and encourages sustained attention, reflection and critical comprehension. In fact, several
studies have shown that print reading supports better retention, conceptual understanding and narrative coherence

for longer, more complex materials (Jian, 2022).

On the other hand, digital reading environments stress rapidity, access and interactivity; hyperlinked structures,
search functions and multimedia integration aid in the speed of discovery and expand access to current information
(Hare et al., 2024), but they also encourage skim-based reading and multitasking, which tends to cause fragmented
attention and shallow engagement. Instead of seeing print and digital reading as antagonistic modes, a more
balanced approach recognizes their complementary strengths and can employ strategic use of print for deep reading

and reflection and digital platforms for exploration, inclusivity and currency in modern learning environments.

Table 2: Comparative Table: Print vs Digital Reading Styles

Dimension Print Reading Digital Reading

Reading Style Deep, linear, immersive Skim-based, non-linear, hyperlinked

Attention Level Sustained focus Multitasking-prone

Cognitive Engagement Reflective and analytical Rapid scanning and information seeking

Retention & Comprehension | Generally higher Variable; often lower for long texts

Distractions Minimal external stimuli Notifications, hyperlinks, media

Strengths Depth, memory, critical thinking | Speed, access, inclusivity, currency

Limitations Limited portability and updates Risk of superficial engagement

Table 2 highlights the cognitive and behavioral differences between print and digital reading styles, underscoring
how the reading medium shapes attention, comprehension and engagement. Print reading is closely associated with
deep reading theory, which emphasizes sustained focus, linear progression and reflective engagement with texts.
The physical stability of print minimizes external distractions, supporting stronger retention and deeper

comprehension, particularly for complex and long-form materials.

4. RANGANATHAN’S FIRST LAW IN THE DIGITAL AGE

The First Law of Library Science by S. R. Ranganathan, Books are for use, is just as relevant today in the digital age

as it was in the physical world and its definition has evolved to include all recorded knowledge i.e. e-books,
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databases, multimedia and networked digital content, to be available, inclusive and easy to find across formats and
platforms (George, 2022). The spirit of the First Law has been amplified through digital technologies by removing
time, space and physical access barriers with online catalogues, institutional repositories, open educational resources
and assistive technologies, but accessibility in the digital age goes beyond availability to include usability, intuitive
discovery systems, multilingual interfaces and support for users with different abilities.

This new interpretation also reflects a change in the identity of the library from a storage room to a learning
common, where libraries with blended physical-digital spaces are designed for reading, collaboration, creation and
reflection (Sun et al., 2025). The idea of ‘Books are for use’ remains relevant because it is flexible; it serves as a
philosophical guide for libraries navigating digital transformation while staying grounded in the human-centered

service that is the core of Ranganathan’s philosophy.

5. VOICE, CHOICE AND BOOK CLUBS

Book clubs function as democratic spaces for reading, dialogue and collective meaning-making, where participants
interpret texts through their personal, cultural and social perspectives (Grenier et al., 2021). This approach aligns
with learner-centered pedagogies and positions reading as a shared intellectual and social practice rather than an
assessment-driven task. Providing students with choice in their reading materials fosters a sense of ownership and
increases intrinsic motivation. As reading becomes more meaningful and self-directed, students engage more deeply

and see themselves as active members of a community of readers.

Peer discussion lies at the heart of the educational value of book clubs (Petrich, 2015). Through structured and
informal conversations, participants encounter diverse viewpoints that promote empathy and deeper understanding
of others’ experiences. These dialogues also strengthen communication skills as readers articulate ideas, listen
actively and respond thoughtfully. Critical thinking is cultivated as participants question, analyze and negotiate
meanings within texts collectively. Such outcomes reflect constructivist and socio-cultural theories of learning,

which view knowledge as emerging through interaction and collaborative meaning-making.

5.1 Hybrid Models of Book Clubs
The digital turn has expanded the possibilities for book clubs without diminishing their core values. Hybrid models

blend physical and virtual spaces to accommaodate diverse preferences and contexts:
e Physical book clubs encourage face-to-face dialogue, deep listening and communal reading rituals within
library spaces.
Online reading circles leverage video platforms and discussion forums to connect geographically
dispersed readers.
WhatsApp or LMS-based reading challenges support micro-discussions, reflective prompts and

sustained engagement over time, particularly effective in academic and community library settings.

By integrating traditional discussion formats with digital communication tools, hybrid book clubs exemplify how

libraries can preserve depth, dialogue and democratic participation while expanding reach and inclusivity.

2026 © IJRLS All Rig



http://www.ijrls.in/

6. READING AS A LIFE SKILL AND SOCIAL EQUALIZER

According to Mar et al. (2008) regular reading enhances vocabulary and general knowledge, leading to improved
cognitive abilities and academic performance. Reading is not just a skill for academic success but a vital life skill
that develops emotional intelligence, decision-making and cultural awareness (Stefanova, 2024). Reading also
allows us to connect with others through empathy and self-reflection, with diverse perspectives and ethical
dilemmas and with histories, values and lived experiences different from our own, thus contributing to our personal

growth and social participation and to our sense of community and democratic citizenship (Malina-Urbanz, 2024).

Even though reading can be a transformative experience, the availability of reading materials is not equitable, as it is
influenced by socio-economic disparities and power structures, with digital divide perpetuating the lack of equal
opportunities for marginalized communities (Inamdar, 2025). On the other hand, digital technologies can be used to
democratize knowledge and information when implemented through inclusive policies and public institutions. Open
educational resources (OER) eliminate cost barriers and provide free access to high-quality academic content (Dutta,
2016). Institutional repositories conserve and share locally generated knowledge to amplify voices from the Global
South and public-funded research ecosystems, while public library digitization projects extend access to information
across geographic and economic divides, especially in rural and underserved regions.

In the evolving social landscape, librarians play a vital role as advocates for access rather than as traditional
gatekeepers of resources. They facilitate discovery, inclusion and empowerment by curating open resources,
promoting digital literacy and creating equitable reading programs. Through these efforts, they transform reading

into a means of social mobility and lifelong learning.

7. THE LIBRARIAN’S EXPANDING ROLE

The role of the librarian has undergone a profound transformation, evolving in response to changes in reading
practices, educational paradigms and digital technologies (Thiruppathi, 2024). No longer confined to the custodial
management of collections, librarians today occupy dynamic, multifaceted positions within learning ecosystems.

This evolution marks a shift from preservation-focused roles to active engagement in teaching, facilitation and social
change. As reading mentors and curators, librarians guide readers toward meaningful texts, design reading pathways
and promote sustained reading across both print and digital formats. Their curatorial role now extends beyond
selection to contextualization, helping readers navigate information abundance, evaluate quality and connect texts to

personal and academic goals (Habok et al., 2024).

Librarians who train their users in digital literacy give them the skills to find, assess and responsibly use information
in networked environments: how to navigate digital platforms, understand algorithms, combat misinformation and
engage in reflective digital reading. This makes librarians important educators in an attention-driven information
economy (Hayes, 2004). Librarians also serve as cultural bridges between generations, bridging traditional reading
practices and digitally native behaviors: respecting print culture while adapting to technological innovation,

reconciling intergenerational differences in learning styles, values and expectations, maintaining continuity in the

face of change.
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Equally important is the librarian’s role as a collaborator with teachers and communities, partnering with faculty,
schools, local organizations and civic bodies to co-create curricula, reading initiatives and outreach programs that
extend learning beyond institutional boundaries and address local needs. This professional evolution reflects a clear
shift toward the librarian as an educator, facilitator and agent of change (Basefsky, 1999). In this role, contemporary
librarians actively shape reading cultures, transform educational practices and promote information equity through

the democratization of knowledge.

8. PRACTICAL TIPS FOR TEACHERS AND LIBRARIANS
Cultivating meaningful reading habits in contemporary learners requires intentional design, supportive environments
and freedom from assessment pressures. The following strategies offer realistic and adaptable interventions that
teachers and librarians can implement across school, college and public library contexts.
a) Integrate Print, Digital and Dialogue
Adopt a blended reading model that intentionally combines:
e One print book for deep and immersive reading
e One digital article or resource for currency and accessibility
e One guided discussion to promote interpretation, dialogue and critical thinking
This triadic approach balances depth with breadth and mirrors real-world reading practices.

b) Encourage Reflective Reading Journals
Invite learners to maintain reflective journals—either in print or digital form—where they can record responses,
questions, connections and personal insights. Reflection reinforces comprehension and supports metacognitive

awareness without imposing formal assessment.

c) Use Storytelling and Participatory Activities

Enhance reading engagement through storytelling sessions, author talks, book trailers and student-written reviews.
Structured storytelling activities provide a viable and valuable way to enhance literacy and digital literacy in early
childhood education (Maureen et al., 2020). These participative activities give readers a voice and turn reading into

a shared cultural experience.

CONCLUSION: TOWARD A SUSTAINABLE READING FUTURE

The way we access information has changed in the twenty-first century with the advent of digital tools, but the
deeper purposes of reading—reflection, understanding, empathy and wisdom—have not. Educators and librarians
are therefore challenged not to make a choice between print and digital, tradition and innovation, but to find ways to

harmonize them.
When libraries and educational institutions re-envision reading as a purposeful, participatory and lifelong activity,

blending the contemplative depth of ancient learning traditions with the reach and flexibility of modern

technologies, librarians and teachers as mentors, facilitators and change agents, can direct attention, curate content
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and create dialogue while ensuring equitable access to reading in ways that will either continue to diminish it or
reinvigorate it as a transformative tool of personal and social empowerment.

The future of reading ultimately rests in intentional design, where technology supports human values, learning is
motivated by curiosity rather than necessity and reading is reclaimed as a sustaining force for both individuals and
societies, rather than just an academic requirement.
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