The Harry Potter Phenomenon  
It’s certainly not the first time that a handful of books have changed the world.  It’s just that these books were such unlikely candidates.

The Harry Potter books. For one thing, they seem to have changed the world of publishing. Sales of children’s literature have picked up markedly since Potter’s U.S. debut in 1998. The publishing industry loves the books because they bring people, including adults, into bookstores, where other titles might catch their eye. The New York Times was forced to establish a new best-sellers list, exclusively for children’s literature, because Potter books were taking up too much of the adult list. The new list brought fresh attention to children’s books in general.

By the time the seventh book in the series, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows , hit bookstores in the summer of 2007, more than 325 million copies of the first four books had been sold worldwide.  U.S. sales of The Deathly Hallows reached 8.3 million copies in the first 24 hours, eclipsing the record 6.9 million copies by the previous Potter book.  The first five books in the series had been made into blockbuster movies. The books’ influence was truly global—they had been translated into 65 languages and were available worldwide. 
The Harry Potter books have made J. K. Rowling, their author, one of the wealthiest people in England. Not bad, when you consider that Rowling was a single mother on welfare when she began writing the first book in the series. 


The most important way in which the Harry Potter books appear to have changed the world, however, is that they have gotten children to read—even boys ages 9 to 12, the segment of the population least likely to read anything. Boys dive into the Potter books, even the 890-page Order of the Phoenix, as if they were the latest video game. They like the characters Rowling has created, and they like to talk about them in the schoolyard the next day.  For that, many parents and teachers believe that Rowling deserves a Nobel Prize.


In 2007, however, researchers announced that the Harry Potter books hadn’t really changed long-term reading habits.  The percentage of youngsters who read for fun continues to drop significantly as children get older, at almost exactly the same rate as before Harry Potter came along.  But many parents and teachers are undeterred.  With all the distractions in the form of video games and other forms of media, they say, the reading level might have dropped much more without Harry’s help.

