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Bibliotherapy: Classic Theory, Contemporary 
Applications 

Dwight C. Watson 

As the world changes and 
the demands on individuals, 
families, and businesses increase, 
the definition of literacy also 
shifts. While concerns about 
inadequate literacy skills are not 
new, the nature of the concerns is 
evolving. In the past, literacy was 
considered the ability to read and 
use printed materials at an 
extremely basic level. Today, 
adults need higher levels of basic 
skills to function effectively in 
many areas of their lives, and 
literacy is defined more broadly to 
include problem-solving strategies 
and higher level reasoning skills 
(National Center on Education and 
the Economy). In its 1991 
National Literacy Act, Congress 
defined literacy as: an individual's 
ability to read, write, and speak in 
English, and compute and solve 
problems at levels of proficiency 
necessary to function on the job 
and in society, to achieve one's 
goals, and develop one's 
knowledge and potential. 

Based on this definition of 
literacy, there is a need for 
integrated reading approaches that 
will enable students to make 

connections to complex subject 
matter via critical thinking 
techniques, problem solving 
strategies, and reflection. 

The purpose of this article 
is to provide background 
information on bibliotherapy in 
order to make a case that when 
bibliotherapy is aligned with 
guided reading, an integrated 
reading approach is created which 
will fulfill contemporary students' 
literacy needs. 

Definitions of Bibliotherapy 
Bibliotherapy is as least as 

old as the sign to the entrance of 
an ancient Greek library that 
proclaimed it "the healing place of 
the soul" (Reineher, 1987, p. 1). 
Since then "books have worked as 
silent counselors for untold 
numbers who have found 
inspiration and solace from the 
printed word" (Riordan & Wilson, 
1989, p. 506). The origins of 
bibliotherapy date back to classical 
antiquity when reading of selected 
literature was regarded as 
psychotherapeutic and morally 
uplifting. Although the term 
bibliotherapy was not coined until 

much later (Russell & Schrodes, 
1950), philosophers such as 
Aristotle believed that the healing 
force of literature was a function 
of its capacity to arouse certain 
affective states in the readers 
(Zaccaria & Moses, 1968). 

Bibliotherapy has been 
described in a variety of ways. 
Riordan and Wilson (1989) 
defined it in this way: 
"Bibliotherapy refers to the guided 
reading of written materials in 
gaining understanding or solving 
problems relevant to the person's 
therapeutic needs" (p. 506). 
Russell and Schrodes (1950) stated 
"bibliotherapy is guided reading 
that is designed to help individuals 
gain understanding of self and 
environment, learn from others, 
and find solutions to problems" (p. 
335). Lenkowsky (1987) 
commented "bibliotherapy arose 
from the concept that reading 
could affect an individual's attitude 
and behavior and is thus an 
important influence in shaping, 
molding, and altering values" (p. 
123). In the Bibliotherapeutic 
Process, Tsimpoukis (1968) 
suggested that the following 
requisites are required. At least 
two persons are needed, the 
instructor and the reader or 
listener. An instructional rapport, 
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as in a classroom guidance 
relationship, also needs to be 
established. The instructor must 
have knowledge of the life-related 
literature being used and should 
encourage responses through the 
use of higher-level questioning. 
The instructor, via students' 
reflections and responses to 
literature, is made aware of 
students' developmental levels as 
well as their psychological, 
physical, and emotional status. 

T h e bibliotherapeutic 
process has three main elements 
according to Cornett and Cornett 
(1980): 

Identification. If conditions are 
right, the readers begin to 
empathize with a book character. 
When the readers become aware of 
the parallels between their life and 
the one in the book, a kind of 
"shock recognition" occurs, 
emotions run high, and the readers' 
perception of the characters and 
situations become colored by the 
readers' needs. 

Catharsis. When empathetic 
identification reaches its peaks, the 
readers are able to release pent-up 
emotions under safe 
circumstances. The readers feel 
secure because they are not 
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actually the people involved in the 
emotional circumstance. The 
similarities in the character's life 
and readers' lives enable the 
readers to get new perspectives on 
their problem. 

Insight. As a result of catharsis, 
the readers achieve and integration 
of mind and emotions. Possible 
problem solutions are identified 
and acted upon. The readers see 
themselves in the behavior of the 
character, and they realize that by 
imitating or adapting the ideas 
from the reading materials they 
can deal with their situations more 
effectively. 

In order for bibliotherapy to 
achieve its goals, the reader must 
experience all three of the above 
elements. Often readers stop at 
superficial identification with the 
characters, which may be the fault 
of the author, the conditions of the 
readers, or the methodology of the 
bibliotherapist (instructor). If 
progress is to be made in the 
readers' affective and cognitive 
development, they must eventually 
achieve insight, a kind of "ah-hah" 
or feeling of closure. The insight 
might come through reading one 
book, but more often it is a 
cumulative process in which 

several bibliotherapeutic 
encounters contribute to the 
resulting insight (Cornett & 
Cornett, 1980, p. 18). 

Applications of Bibliotherapy 
Bibliotherapy was first 

used primarily as one type of 
individual therapy with those who 
were mentally and emotionally ill. 
The assumption underlying this 
was that the patients' minds would 
turn from his illness and then, 
from vicarious experiences 
through the literature, develop 
insights concerning themselves 
and others with similar problems. 
O'Bruba and Camplese (1979), for 
example used bibliotherapy with 
retarded students. They felt that 
bibliotherapy "might well be used 
in a preventive manner to help 
those emotional disturbed to 
develop better attitudes and 
prepared to make more 
satisfactory adjustments to their 
problems and their world" (p. 31). 
Their program, entitled Tell-a
Therapy, encouraged teachers to 
become storytellers. The teachers 
retold stories so their students 
could receive emotional therapy 
through identification with a book 
character who faced a problem or 
situation similar to ones that 
students had encountered. 

O'Bruba and Camplese also 
suggested in their article that 
bibliotherapy has preventive 
potential. This preventive 
approach to bibliotherapy pairs 
reading with participants in order 
to intercept potential problems. 
The premise is that all children 
face certain types of problems and 
that bibliotherapy, as a method of 
group interaction, is an approach 
that may prevent these problems at 
best or at least anesthetize students 
to the effects of these problems. 
By reading and generating positive 
alternatives to book-related 
problems, youngsters are then 
better prepared to make 
satisfactory adjustments when 
similar problems arise in their 
lives. Jalongo (1983) provided 
additional insights into the ways in 
which bibliotherapy could be used 
as a preventive intervention: 
"through literature, most children 
can be helped to solve the 
developmental problems of 
adjustment which they face" (p. 
296). 

Bibliotherapeutic 
techniques have been used in a 
variety of contexts to enhance 
many different problems ranging 
from social isolation to fear of 
snakes. Nickolai-Mays' (1987) 
article on social isolation and 
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bibliotherapy described the 
simplest form of bibliotherapy. 
She described her approach as 
non-confrontational, one in which 
students who have spent much of 
their lives struggling with rejection 
were given books with plots 
focusing on isolated adolescents. 
A non-confrontational approach to 
bibliotherapy asks students to talk 
primarily about the problems of 
the characters in the books and not 
to talk specifically about their own 
problems. In this case, they may 
have been able to identify the 
social isolation of a fictional 
character, but it would have been 
more difficult for them to realize 
that they too were isolated until 
the instructor decided to focus in 
on that connection. Students 
explored their socially isolated 
identities through the use of books. 
A willing adolescent and empathic 
adult worked together to use books 
as a medium for discussion. 
Nickolai-Mays' article highlighted 
the need for interaction among the 
text, student, and bibliotherapist 
who is responsible for facilitating 
the process. The relationship 
among the three is essential to the 
success of any bibliotherapeutic 
interaction. 

Monteith's (1987) article 
discussed the use of bibliotherapy 
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as an aid to children of divorce. 
Monteith suggested that the 
reading teacher plays an important 
role by identifying books available 
on the topic of divorce. The 
reading teacher is responsible for 
creating a climate of helpfulness, 
but the actual choice of what to 
read and whether to share 
information is the decision of the 
individual. This article, unlike 
Nickolai-Mays' (1987), de
emphasized the interaction 
between bibliotherapist and 
students. However, it emphasized 
a need to create an environment of 
openness that is essential to the 
students' success with a particular 
book. Again, this article 
emphasized a non-confrontational 
approach in which students learn 
to cope through exposure to 
reading material that was related to 
the specific problem of divorce. 
Another important aspect of this 
article is that it argues that 
bibliotherapy can be a self-help 
strategy for solving personal 
problems and enhancing self
esteem. 

According to Lindsey and 
Frith (1981), bibliotherapy offers 
both teacher and parents an avenue 
for improving learning disabled 
(LD) students' self-concepts. They 
stated that most LD students are 

not in the habit of reading for 
pleasure; therefore, a 
motivational/award system should 
be set up to encourage students. 
They noted also that parents and 
teachers should work together to 
encourage reading, to insure 
continuity, and to identify areas of 
strength and concern. The success 
of the entire process may, in fact, 
depend on skillful counseling by 
the teacher and/or parent to 
develop insights. 

Lindsey and Frith (1981), 
like Nickolai-Mays (1987) and 
Monteith (1987), suggested that 
the process of bibliotherapy must 
involve a very active facilitator. 
This person is responsible for 
selecting books, asking thought 
provoking questions that lead to 
catharsis and insight, and also 
providing encouragement and 
motivation. These three articles 
also showed that bibliotherapy is a 
viable counseling intervention 
despite the conditions of the 
learners, be they socially isolated, 
children of a divorce, or learning 
disabled. Collectively, the works 
of Lindsay and Frith, Nickolai
Mays, and Monteith support the 
premise that when children are 
given the opportunity to read about 
similar problem situations, they 

gain insight into their own 
problems. 

McKinney ( 1977) was 
interested in both conscious 
suggestions produced by the 
literature (surface) and the 
feelings, insights, and self
references (depth) that arose after 
reading took place. The author 
stated that: 

Bibliotherapy theory may 
be divided into depth theory, 
which hypothesizes what happens 
unconsciously in the reading of 
fiction, and surface theory which 
refers to what can be reported by 
the reader as a response to a piece 
of fiction. Surface theory leads to 
identification, while depth theory 
leads to catharsis and insight as the 
reader experience release and later 
relief (p. 550). 

Given all the appropriate 
limitations and cautions, there are 
some qualified, specific 
conclusions that can be drawn 
from all the articles. General 
results form the collective articles 
imply that: 
1) Students identify with situations 
and characters in therapeutic 
books that appear most applicable 
to their lives at the time. 
2) The facilitator's attitude and 
rapport with subjects are essential 
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to the success of the 
bibliotherapeutic process. 
3) Bibliotherapy must consist of 
thorough follow-up questions so 
that readers can glean insightful 
information that would serve to 
prevent future problems. 
4) In order for bibliotherapy to be 
successful, it must at least consist 
of questioning, discussion, and 
reflection. 

The bibliotherapy literature 
indicated that students, in order to 
develop into mature and proficient 
readers, must be given an 
opportunity to read thought
provoking and mentally 
challenging literature. "Literature 
touches on every facet of living. It 
is important to provide classrooms 
with children's literature that will 
help children become aware of the 
deeper meaning of what they read 
and more sensitive to the universal 
problems of human beings" 
(Crook, 1979, p. 449). 
Bibliotherapy as a Reading 
Approach 

Bibliotherapy is the 
affective component of a 
comprehensive reading approach 
that has proved successful in 
combating some of the pervasive 
ills associated with traditional 
reading instruction because it 
incorporates interesting literature 
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that relates to students' lives. 
Bibliotherapy is a form of 
reader/text interaction based on 
Russell and Schrodes'(l950) 
therapeutic theory. This theory 
argues that individuals can solve 
personal problems or create coping 
strategies for future problems by 
reading real life literature and 
interacting with the text through 
discussion, reflection, and 
practice. 

Russell and Schrodes 
(1950) further defined 
bibliotherapy as "guided reading 
that is designed to help individuals 
gain understanding of self and 
environment, learn from others, 
and find solutions to problems; it 
is a process of dynamic interaction 
between the personality of the 
reader and the 
literature-interaction which may 
be utilized for personality 
assessment, adjustment, and 
growth" (p. 335). The components 
of a bibliotherapeutic reading 
model according to Russell and 
Schrodes are 
1) a positive teacher rapport with 
students, 
2) use of higher-level questioning, 
3) reflection and response by 
students, and 
4) includes life-related literature. 

These components can only be 
actualized through some existing 
reading modality such as reading
aloud, silent- reading, or oral
reading techniques. The 
combination of bibliotherapy with 
a modality intensifies the impact 
of the modality. When the 
modality is paired with 
bibliotherapy deeper meaning is 
promoted. According to Crook 
(1979), "reading by itself may not 
elicit effective interaction between 
the story and the reader. Here, 
then, is the teacher's task to 
involve the children in emotional 
aspects of reading. The teacher 
should question the heart of the 
author's meaning, encouraging the 
children's reflective thinking" (p. 
449). 
Bibliotherapy in a Guided 
Reading Model 
"The purpose of guided reading is 

to enable students to acquire, use, 
and develop strategies for reading 
that can apply to all reading 
situations" (National Center for 
Education and the Economy, 2002, 
p. 2). 

Based on the guided 
reading practices of Fountas and 
Pinnell ( 1996) and the 
bibliotherapy guidelines of 
Johnson, Wan, Templeton, 
Graham, and Sattler (2001), it is 

evident that the implementation 
components of guided reading are 
similar to those of bibliotherapy as 
outlined in Table 1. Both 
approaches start with appropriate 
selection of text materials and 
commence with students' abilities 
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to problem solve. In order for 
students to reach the appropriate 
problem-solving outcome, they 
must be engaged in the text 
material via the support of a 
knowledgeable guide- the 
teacher. 

Table 1. Bibliotherapy - Guided Reading Comparison 
Bibliotherapy 
Select materials 
Motivation with introductory activities 

Reading time 
Incubation time 
Follow-up discussion time 

Problem-solving/Reinforcement activity 
Evaluation and closure 

Extension and application 

Using bibliotherapeutic 
techniques in a guided reading 
group can enhance students' 
abilities to think metacognitively. 
Researchers (Keene & 
Zimmerman, 1997 and Fountas & 
Pinnell, 2002) have confirmed 
what teachers of reading may have 
observed in themselves and their 
students, namely, that thoughtful, 
active, proficient readers are 

Guided Reading 
Select an appropriate text 
Prepare an introduction to the 
book 
Introduce the story 
Listen in as the students read 
Confirm students problem-
solving attempts and 
successes 
Invite personal responses 
Assess students' 
understanding of what they 
read 
Engage the students 
extending the story 

metacognitive; they think about 
their own thinking during reading. 
By applying bibliotherapy in 
small, guided reading groups 
based on students' cognitive and 
affective needs, the teacher can 
create proficient readers. 
These proficient readers will be 
more apt to utilize the following 
cognitive strategies of 1) 
activating relevant, prior 

lll 
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knowledge (schema) before, 

during, and after reading text; 2) 
determining the important ideas 
and themes in a text; 3) asking 
questions of themselves, the 
authors, and the texts they read; 4) 
creating visual and other sensory 
images from text during and after 
reading. These images may 
include visual, auditory, and other 
sensory connections to the text. 
Proficient readers use these 
images to deepen their 
understanding of the text; 5) 
drawing inferences from text. 
Proficient readers use their prior 
knowledge and textual 
information to draw conclusions, 
make critical judgments, and form 
unique interpretations from text. 
Inferences may occur in the form 
of conclusions, predictions, or 
new ideas; 6) retelling or 
synthesizing what they have read. 
Proficient readers attend to the 
most important information and to 
clarify of the synthesis itself. 
Readers synthesize in order to 
better understand what they have 
read; and 7) utilizing a variety of 
fix-up strategies to repair 
comprehension when it breaks 
down. Proficient readers select 
appropriate fix-up strategies from 
one of the six language systems 
(pragmatic, schematic, semantic, 
syntactic, lexical, or grapho
phonic) to best solve a given 
problem in a given reading 
situation (i.e., skip ahead, reread, 

use the context and syntax, or 
sound it out). 

The integration of 
bibliotherapy and guided reading 
suggests that reading teachers 
understand the cogmtlve 
processes used most frequently by 
proficient readers and that they 
provide explicit and in-depth 
instruction. Teachers need to use 
authentic and challenging texts to 
help their students move along the 
continuum from novice to 
proficient reader (Keene & 
Zimmerman, 1997). 

Teachers who use of this 
integrated approach create 
proficient readers. These readers 
know what they are reading and 
know when they understand the 
text and when they do not; they 
can identify their purposes for 
reading and identify the demands 
placed on them by a particular 
text. They can identify when and 
why the meaning of the text is 
unclear to them and can use a 
variety of strategies to solve 
comprehension problems or 
deepen their understanding of a 
text. 

In conclusion, to develop 
proficient readers we must 
consider the total academic 
development of students. 
Students' emotional, social, and 
cognitive needs must all be 
considered to create a reading 
program that will promote 
academic growth. In schools 

today, cognitive development is 
emphasized. The development of 
cognitive capacities, including 
those represented by reading 
achievement, is necessary but not 
sufficient for other development 
to occur such as affective gains in 
self-esteem and positive attitudes 
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toward reading. A 
comprehensive reading program 
based on bibliotherapeutic 
techniques holds the promise of 
promoting the development of 
students socially, emotionally, and 
cognitively. 
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