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Abstract 
Platforms for reading and writing have been continuously changing since their first invention as clay 
tablets. Most recently, the digital platform surfaces itself as a viable medium widely used for reads 
such as books, magazines, newspapers, and course books. Today’s readers generally have the 
option to choose between printed paper and a digital screen. Despite this fact, in certain situations, 
readers usually find themselves obliged to read either from paper or from a digital screen. Thus, the 
purpose of this study is firstly to survey reading platform preferences of Turkish university students, 
and secondly to identify potential reasons underlying such preferences with a focus on department 
and gender variation.  

For this, a total of 170 university students from the Faculty of Education and the Faculty of 
Engineering, Cukurova University, were administered a questionnaire investigating their reading 
platforms and pertaining reasons. The collected data was analyzed and results demonstrated that a 
majority of students expressed preferences in favor of reading from paper rather than from a digital 
screen. The analysis also illustrated that while gender variation did not affect readers’ choice of 
reading medium, department variation did so, however, in favor of engineering students regarding 
reading from a digital screen. As for reasons for preference related to reading from paper, students 
highlighted that (1) they comprehended the text much better on paper; (2) reading from screen caused 
eye-strain, and (3) they could easily take notes on paper, which was something much more difficult to 
do on a screen.   

With this study, we discovered that today’s Turkish youth, although surrounded by a plethora of 
devices with digital screens from which they hardly can detach themselves, they still preferred to 
utilize traditional and conventional paper when it came to reading. We believe that this piece of 
research, with its implications, sheds some light onto prospective developments in this particular area. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The tools and media for writing and reading have been changing since their first invention as clay 
tablets. After circling through clay, bone, leather, papyrus and paper, it seems that we are back to 
tablets again, yet this time to digital ones. Now, the most wide-spread reads like books, magazines, 
newspapers, and course books have their digital versions which provide today’s readers with the 
option to read from printed paper or a digital screen. However, the question is whether this is merely a 
choice or an obligatory option in some certain conditions. Will it lead to another generation gap? In 
order to be able to address such questions, the phenomenon of reading from printed paper or a digital 
screen should be investigated from different perspectives such as age and gender of the readers’ 
education levels or familiarity technology. As Prensky [1] described, this new generation of today’s 
youth as digital natives born into information age of computers and the Internet, think and process 
information fundamentally differently compared to their predecessors-“Digital Immigrants”. 

Although some research, investigating reading medium habits of devoted readers, and reasons 
underlying such habits has managed to reach some certain conclusions, variation in obtained results 
necessitates the need to conduct more studies on the topic in order to reach more reliable 
conclusions. While the reading medium constitutes a hot and up-to-date discussion topic for 
researchers, scholars approach this topic from various perspectives. For example, some researchers 
such as Kurniawan and Zaphiris [2] investigated more physical aspect of reading from a computer 
screen as they conducted an experimental research comparing reading speeds of adult age groups 
reading from paper or a screen. Their study revealed that reading from screen is 10 to 30% slower 
than reading from paper. In two other studies carried out in the same year on the same topic, 
however, while Dundar and Akcayir [3] did not find any statistically significant difference between the 
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reading speed of these two mediums, Bastug and Keskin [4] did so in that reading from screen was 
slower than reading from paper.  

These results may constitute useful considerations for those designing electronic reading materials 
when the reasons that make reading from screen slower are investigated. Since such considerations 
affect the choice of readers, many researchers focused on the reading medium preferences of 
readers. For example, Auman [5] studied preferences of high school students regarding reading from 
screen or paper by addressing the comprehension issue of students as well in order to determine if 
there is a significant difference based on their reading preferences. The results suggested that 
although students preferred reading from screen, the comprehension score of the paper group was 
higher than the screen group. As in Auman’s [5], comprehension has been one of the main focuses of 
reading platform studies. In a similar research, Wangen, Walgermo and Brønnick [6] had two groups 
of tenth grade students reading the same text: one group from a digital screen and the other from 
printed paper. Following the task, both groups were given a test in order to determine their 
comprehension scores and thus observe the existence of any potential differences. The findings 
indicated that the students who read printed text scored significantly higher than those who read the 
texts from a digital screen. In a similar study, Jeong [7] investigated sixth-grade students’ reading 
comprehension and perception concerning e-books. The results indicated that although students were 
satisfied with reading e-‐books, they still preferred paper books. 

Since age might play an essential role in the preference of reading platform, some researchers 
focused on older and/or higher education groups. For instance, Spencer [8] questioned university 
students for their preferences of course-related materials. The results showed that the majority of 
students preferred the paper version of course materials, and even those who preferred reading from 
screen reflected their desire to have the option for printed version. The participants of this study 
specified reasons for paper preference as portability, reliability, annotation, highlighting, and 
ergonomic features. In another research, Liu [9] investigated university students’ perception, 
preferences and use of print or electronic resources, and found that learners “…desire a hybrid 
information environment” considering that “digital libraries and traditional libraries have their unique 
advantages and limitations”. As many similar studies suggested, this one also concluded that, 
although students benefitted from digital reading resources, they still required traditional libraries for 
their specific advantages. In a longitudinal study, Kazanci [10] questioned 719 university students 
exploring their reading medium preferences within a period of six years in order to observe whether 
reading preferences of university students have changed over the years. In his study, Kazanci [10] 
suggested that preferences slightly changed in favor of digital screen reading at the end of the six-year 
period; however the majority remained as print-paper readers. Similarly, Weisberg [11] conducted a 
longitudinal study on university students’ attitudes and behaviors. The results indicated that although 
students still preferred printed paper, they were becoming more receptive to and accepting the use of 
digital textbooks by every passing year.  

Nowadays, many local, national or even international comprehension tests have transferred their test 
administration to digital platforms. In this scope, Ackerman and Lauterman [12] investigated the exam 
scores taken through digital screen and printed paper to determine if there was any significant 
difference between the two platforms. The researchers suggested that the students who take their 
exams on paper had higher scores than those who took theirs on screens. One reason they cited in 
their study was that “…technology-related barriers should have taken their effect…”.  

Thus, while there are some significant studies investigating readers’ preferences regarding reading 
from a digital screen or printed paper, the literature still requires studies that focus on the underlying 
potential reasons of such preferences. One of the other researchers in the field, Tseng [13] also 
studied the handicaps of reading digital texts for readers and discovered five main reasons that 
distract readers from digital screens: (1) eye-strain and blurred-eyes, (2) bright background color, (3) 
easy to skip lines, (4) small font size and (5) other reasons like paper habits, radiation from screen, 
etc. In another study investigating reasons that put readers off digital screens, Mercieca [14] came up 
with three main factors: (1) easiness of paper, (2) highlighting text, and (3) carrying paper easily. 
These studies also guide research-development departments of companies that produce devices with 
screens to further improve their products by addressing such complaints. For example, lusterless 
screens with limited lighting create paper-like appearance providing protection and ease for the eyes 
of dedicated readers.  

In opting for a particular reading platform, readiness and technology literacy of readers may play an 
important role. Although reading through digital screens has been rather common and widespread 
nowadays, readers’ awareness and familiarity of e-books are still limited as it was determined in a 
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study conducted with university students by Buzzetto-More, Sweat-Guy and Elobaid [15], in which the 
researchers concluded that although university students were very comfortable with reading from 
screen, they hardly had any interaction with e-books.  

In summary, therefore, we can suggest that a good majority of readers still prefer to read from 
conventional printed paper rather than from screen. Readers have their own individual reasons and 
rationale for this preference stemming from convenience of paper and avoidance of eye strains 
caused by digital screens. 

Thus, based on the literature reviewed, with our study, we aim to investigate the potential reasons of 
university students’ reading platform preferences in Turkey by endeavoring to respond to the following 
research questions: 

1 Is there a significant difference between university students’ preferences regarding reading from 
a digital screen or printed paper? 

2 Is there a significant difference between university students’ preferences regarding reading from 
a digital screen or printed paper considering department variation? 

3 Is there a significant difference between university students’ preferences regarding reading from 
a digital screen or printed paper considering gender variation?  

4 What are the potential reasons underlying university students’ reading platform preferences in 
Turkey? 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Research Design 
Descriptive research design was applied in this study. A questionnaire that was designed to 
investigate preference of university students regarding reading from a digital screen or printed paper 
was administered and preferences as well as underlying reasons expressed by students were 
analyzed quantitatively. 

2.2 Participants   
A total of 170 university students from the English Language Teaching (ELT) department of the 
Faculty of Education and Electrical-Electronics Engineering (EEE) department of the Faculty of 
Engineering, Cukurova University in Turkey, participated in this study. We chose these departments 
based on their study areas; while the ELT students are from the field of social sciences with an 
emphasis on verbal skills, EEE students are from the applied sciences where electronic and 
mathematical skills are emphasized. Students were selected on voluntary basis from the first year 
students of both departments. As it can be seen in Table 1, 76 students from the ELT Department (55 
female; 21 male), and 94 students from the EEE Department (16 female; 78 male) participated in this 
study.  

Table 1.  Participants of the study. 

 
Female 

    f                   % 
Male 

    f                   % 
Total 

ELT Department 
Faculty of Education 55 72.4 21 27.6 76 

EEE Department 
Faculty of Engineering 16 17.0 78 83.0 94 

Total 71 100 99 100 170 
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2.3 Instrument 
In order to determine the participants’ reading platform preferences and pertaining reasons, a 
questionnaire designed by the researchers and reviewed by specialists in the education and 
instructional design fields, was administered to participants.  

The questionnaire includes (but not limited to) the following items: 

1 What is your department? 
2 What is your gender? 

3 When you had the option to read a text from a digital screen or printed paper, which one would 
you prefer? 

4 What drives you to prefer a particular option of reading medium? 

The responses obtained through the questionnaire were analyzed utilizing the Statistical Package for 
Social Sciences (SPSS) program running a non-parametric chi-square test.  

3 RESULTS 

3.1 University students’ general preferences of reading platform  
The students in the study were asked to express their reading platform choice without specifying any 
genre like course book, novel, newspaper, etc. When the results were analyzed, regardless of their 
department or gender, it was revealed that the majority (81.2% n=138) preferred to read from printed 
paper while only a small number (18.8% n=32) opted for reading from a digital screen (see Table 2).   

Table 2.  University students’ reading platform preferences. 

 
Printed Paper 

    f                   % 
Digital Screen 
f                   % 

Total 

University students 138 81.2 21 18.8 170 

3.2 University students’ preferences of reading platform based on department 
When students’ reading platform preferences were analyzed according to department, a statistically 
significant difference (p=0.033) can be observed in favor of EEE department students preferring digital 
screen. As it can be seen in Table 3, while 13.2% of the students from the ELT department preferred 
to read from a digital screen, this percentage slightly rises up to 17.7% for EEE department students.   

Table 3.  University students’ reading platform preferences based on department. 

 
Printed Paper 

    f                   % 
Digital Screen 
f                   % 

Total 

ELT Department 
Faculty of Education 66 86.8 10 13.2 76 

EEE Department 
Faculty of Engineering 72 76.6 22 17.7 94 

3.3 University students’ preferences of reading platform based on gender 
Gender constitutes an important variation for the choice of reading medium. As it was demonstrated in 
Table 4, while 11.3% of the female students preferred reading from a digital screen, the percentage 
rises up to 24.2% for male students, the difference not seeming to be statistically significant (p=0.089).   
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Table 4.   University students’ reading platform preferences based on gender. 

 Printed Paper 
    f                   % 

Digital Screen 
  f                     % 

Total 

Female 63 88.7 8 11.3 71 

Male 75 75.8 24 24.2 99 

3.4 The potential reasons underlying university students’ reading platform 
preferences 

When students were asked to specify the reasons for their reading platform preferences, they were 
also encouraged to express more than one reason (if any) for their choice. Therefore, a total of 753 
responses were highlighted by students, who preferred reading from printed paper or digital screen by 
expressing their preferences separately. Whether they preferred reading from printed paper or a digital 
screen, the participants had their own reasons and rationale when they expressed their choices. As 
can be seen from Table 5, the top three reasons for participants preferring reading from paper are (1) 
“I understand better when I read from paper” (17.0% n=105), (2) “Paper is not tiresome for my eyes”  
(16.5% n=102), and (3) “I like to take notes on paper” (15.5 n=96).  

Table 5.  Potential reasons of university students’ preferring to read from printed paper. 

 Printed Paper 
    f                % 

I understand better when I read from paper 105 17.2 

Paper is not tiresome for my eyes 102 16.7 

I like to take notes on paper 96 15.7 

I like underlining while reading 80 13.1 

I like the smell of the books 74 12.1 

No charge problem with paper 70 11.5 

I like owning a bookshelf 62 10.1 

I don’t like technological devices 10 1.6 

I have no/limited internet connection 8 1.3 

I have technophobia 4 0.7 

Other reasons 0 0.0 

Total 611 100 

Table 6 demonstrates the reasons of students preferring reading from a digital screen. As the table 
indicates the top three reasons for participants preferring reading from a digital screen are (1) “I can 
refer to additional resources” (16.9% n=24), (2) “Electronic devices have more functions” (15.5% 
n=22), and (3) “I can carry lots of books on me” (13.4 n=19). 
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Table 6.  Potential reasons of university students’ preferring reading from a digital screen. 

 
Printed Paper 

    f                % 

I can refer to additional resources 24 16.9 

Electronic devices have more functions 22 15.5 

I can carry lots of books on me 19 13.4 

It’s too heavy to carry printed books 17 12.0 

Technology is future 16 11.3 

E-readers are environment-friendly  
(trees are felled for paper)  16 11.3 

It’s easy to use scroll bar on paper 8 5.6 

I think e-readers are up to date 4 2.8 

I understand better when I read from paper 3 2.1 

Other reasons 0 0.0 

Total 142 100 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The results of this study indicate that although surrounded by a significant number of devices with 
digital screens, today’s Turkish youth, like their many other peers around the world, expressed 
preferences for reading from the traditional and conventional printed paper. Based on this fact 
surfaced in this study, we were also intrigued to find out variations based on department and gender, 
and more importantly, the variety of the reasons underlying such a preference.  

Initially, the departments of students were considered to play a significant role in the preference of 
students due to the scientific nature of departments. And, as expected, the results indicated that there 
was a significant difference base on department variation. A reason for this result might be that most 
engineering students are techno-savvy and they spend a vast amount of time on computers and other 
devices with digital screens.  

Secondly, the gender of students was initially viewed as a variation of a potential choice. As expected, 
the results demonstrated that male students have a higher percentage of preferring digital screens for 
their reading activity compared to female students. This result can be related to tendency of male 
students to spend much more time in front of computer screens while they browse the internet or more 
prevalently, play computer games. Although, males’ percentage preferring digital screens was higher 
than the females, the difference however was not found to be statistically significant.  

Since a vast majority of students from both departments preferred reading from printed paper, the 
underlying reasons for this choice attracted considerable attention. From our analysis, we were able to 
observe that most of these reasons were related to two major factors: (1) reading comprehension and 
(2) eye comfort. While these two reasons put students off digital screens, the reasons attracting 
students to printed books seemed to be rather nostalgic: (1) the smell of the book, and (2) owning a 
bookshelf. On the other hand, the reasons for students who preferred digital screens and e-readers 
could be due to functionality, that is, (1) the ease of carrying thousands of books on them, and (2) stil 
enjoy many other functions of digital devices. Can we blame them for this? 

Consequently, while technology companies are in fierce competition to develop cutting-edge digital 
devices that enable us to read course books or our favorite novels to perfectly suit our satisfaction of 
reading, it seems like the throne of the traditional paper will sustain its sovereignty for a while by 
spreading the authentic and nostalgic smell. Yet, the real question is, until when? 
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