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EXCELLENCE 5

Teaching Readers

When I think of reading I think of pleasure, favorite authors, beloved 
books, libraries, bookstores, stories, and relaxation. I think of finding 
solace, of being suspended within the unique world a talented author 

has created. I think of language beautifully crafted and books so mesmerizing that 
afterward I want to tell other readers, “You’ve got to read this book.” I do not think 
of levels, programs, grouping, or tests. Those are school things that ultimately do not 
determine who becomes a reader.

So let me say straightaway that although this chapter will deal with multiple 
aspects of teaching reading, those elements are in service to the desired end goal of 
helping students be readers. By readers, we mean those of us who choose to read for 
pleasure and information and to expand our worldview. By readers, we also mean 
those of us who read with understanding and appreciation for an author’s craft, style, 
and unique ideas while also using our own background, experiences, and knowledge 
to interpret what we take away from our reading. And let’s be honest here. Being 
a reader means we read, value, and cherish books. Of course, we also read news, 
research, blogs, song and rap lyrics, recipes, and more—often via social media and 
online; and we read magazines and journals of all kinds; but the mother lode is books. 
Plain and simple, books are the currency of being a reader.

If that last statement sounds presumptuous, consider the facts. Students who 
have more books in their homes do better in school and are more likely to earn more 
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income over their lifetimes.1 Students who have access to libraries read more, and 
how much one reads connects to growth as a reader.2 My unscientific survey of 
noticing what people are reading on planes when I travel is heartening; more people 
are reading actual books than reading on a device. More significantly, sales in brick-
and-mortar bookstores are on the rise for the first time in a decade; independent 
bookstores are rebounding and thriving; on-demand printing and binding of books 
from digital files is now a growing reality.3 Reading books, an old technology, has 
actually become cool in our digital age. Yes, teens still do cling to their devices for 
social networking, taking and sharing photos, playing games, light reading, and more. 
However, given the choice, the overwhelming majority of teens and all students age 6 
to 17 prefer paper books to e-books.4

Maybe it’s because we’re so often in a hurry, and we find reading a book to be a 
leisurely, slowed-down experience, an experience we secretly crave. At least that’s 
true for me. Reading on the Internet can cause me to feel a bit frantic and jittery. 
There’s so much material out there, I’m often overwhelmed with what and how to 
choose. Still, I do read quite a lot online—mostly perusing, scanning, and skimming, 
what is often called “light reading”—in a daily attempt to stay informed and up to 
date in all areas of my life. For example, reading online—primarily via Twitter—has 
been crucial to me for keeping up on the latest research and thinking while in the 
process of writing this book.

Still, when I want to save and savor a social media post, an Internet post, or a new 
research post, I print it out and read it in full. I read more deeply with the printed 
paper in front of me. Along with many others, I prefer the intimate feel of paper, the 
permanence of it, and the ease of returning to reread a passage and mark it up should 
I choose to do so. Perhaps most important, I feel more mindful reading on paper, page 
by page, as compared to scrolling down a screen often littered with pop-up ads and 
other distractions. In fact, recent research comparing print and onscreen reading by 
university students from around the world confirms that reading printed text is more 
likely to lead students to concentrate better, think critically, and learn more5—all of 
which are significantly important for understanding and analyzing complex content.

Reading also provides respite. Writing this book, for example, has been the usual 
combination of challenging, exhausting, and fulfilling. At some point in the day, usually 
by late afternoon or after dinner, I pick up a book and disappear into the author’s world. 
This call-to-read feels as strong as my hunger for food, friendship, and love. In fact, 
the many books I read sustain me and give me a life beyond work. Beautifully crafted 
stories—both fiction and nonfiction, as well as poetry—satisfy my need for total escape, 
peace, knowledge, and entry into a space where anything seems possible.
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Regardless of the content we teach, we need to establish a reading culture in 
our classrooms that promotes reading and readers. See Appendix F: Removing 
Roadblocks to Reading, for ways to ensure we are prioritizing what works for 
developing avid readers.

Be a Reader
Letting our students know we are readers and sharing our reading lives and habits 
with them is essential for turning them on to reading widely for pleasure and 
information. For some students, we may be their only reading role models. We 
must all assume responsibility for ensuring students understand content through 
teaching vocabulary, concepts, summarizing, interpreting infographics, and much 
more—regardless of the age level or subject matter we teach. Yet we cannot become 
expert teachers of reading—across the curriculum—without being readers ourselves.

Even if you do not yet see yourself as a reader, it’s never too late! Start with short 
books, picture books, graphic novels, poetry, or anything at all recommended by 
a reader you admire. Or get to your local library or bookstore, ’fess up, and ask for 
some hand-holding in choosing a few books to read. Not only will you be enriching 
your life, you’ll become a better teacher of reading because you’ll be an insider to 
the process. My hunch is you will not be recording the number of minutes you read, 
timing yourself for speed, stopping to look up vocabulary, or answering questions in 
writing. You will be too busy being lost in a book!

Not only that: consider the strong findings of a recent study, which concluded 
that reading books is good for our health; those who read more books live almost two 
years longer than nonreaders.6 Consider also that thoughtful leaders are readers. 
Former president Barack Obama attests to how daily reading has been a lifeline for 
him. Reading books gave him perspective, context, escape, and empathy and also 
made him a more thoughtful writer.7

   Take Action

 ® Set aside time each day for personal reading. Best times for me are late 
afternoons, before bedtime, or on weekends, especially rainy ones. Carve out 
a daily time and make reading, even for short periods, a priority. Then, consider 
keeping a reading record (next page) to ensure reading at least one or more books a 
month, and negotiate with your students to keep a similar record.


