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“One of those rare books that raises and answers a fascinating question:
How do some severely impaired dyslexics manage to master reading and
to succeed in their life pursuits?”

—Howard Gardner, Harvard Graduate School of Education

“Teachers will cheer when they read this book. Fink demonstrates how
personally motivated volume reading, together with skilled, systematic
instruction, moves students from ‘struggling’ to ‘fluent.’”

—Victoria Purcell-Gates, University of British Columbia

“This book documents the challenges of becoming literate for readers
who struggle, and the various routes by which those challenges can be
met and overcome. It draws lessons that can be used to improve literacy
outcomes for a wide array of struggling readers.”

—Catherine E. Snow, Harvard Graduate School of Education

“Parents and teachers should all read this book! Rosalie Fink tells a
story that is vitally important for students who are having trouble
learning to read and for their families and teachers. She presents not
only inspiring cases of successful scientists, artists, and businesspeople,
but also clear principles about how students with reading problems can
use their own interests and talents to become skilled readers.”

—Kurt W. Fischer, Harvard Graduate School of Education

“People throw the phrase ‘A work of great importance’ around a lot, but
in the case of Rosalie Fink, the phrase is a perfect fit. Fink shares stories
of how children born with severe reading handicaps managed to
overcome this obstacle and rise to greatness. Her book describes in detail
the strategies used by these successful children, so that teachers and
parents can help all children—not just those with problems—to become
successful readers.”

—S. Jay Samuels, Member of the National Reading Panel

“Rosalie Fink has written an important and engaging book that should
be read by anyone concerned about readers who struggle. Fink provides
profiles of 66 high-achieving adults who struggled with learning to read.
Her book provides powerful evidence that children who don't learn to
read by grade 3 can yet become proficient readers.”

—Richard L. Allington, University of Tennessee
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P R E F A C E

How do striving readers learn to read well and succeed in challenging
professions like medicine, law, art, and science—professions that re-
quire lots of reading? This question intrigued me and led me to write
this book—a book about my study of 66 men and women who overcame

their reading problems. In conducting the study, I listened intently to each individ-
ual’s story. To my surprise, I discovered common themes—themes that point to
specific strategies for helping other striving readers. The themes form a consistent
approach that I have found works successfully in my own classroom.

My interest in the problems of striving readers was sparked by an observa-
tion I made while teaching public school students who had difficulty reading.
Despite their obvious difficulties, many of them were very bright. This paradox—
bright students unable to read well—piqued my curiosity. At the time, I didn’t
know much about how to help them become skilled readers. My desire to learn
more led me to the doctoral program in reading and language at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education, where I was trained in various methods of read-
ing research. The result of that training, and support from The Spencer
Foundation and the National Academy of Education, led to this book.

Why Jane and John Couldn’t Read—And How They Learned: A New Look at
Striving Readers is a comprehensive study of a group of bright striving readers
not unlike those I encountered in my public school teaching experience. Of
course, this group “made it,” and this book is my attempt to tell how it happened.
The book comes at a time when there is broad agreement among experts about the
essential elements of good reading instruction: systematic teaching of phonemic
awareness, phonics, vocabulary development, oral reading fluency, and reading
comprehension strategies (Farstrup, 2005; Flippo, 2001; National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development [NICHD], 2000). Despite this consensus,
many students continue to struggle, never learn to read well, and eventually drop
out of school after years of frustration and humiliation. However, the study de-
scribed in this book had a different result with a happier ending: All of the striv-
ing readers in this book ultimately became skilled readers and successful
professionals. My goal here is to capture what I learned from them and share
how they overcame their reading difficulties.

This book explains how a group of striving readers succeeded in achieving
high-level reading ability. The book presents an interest-driven, or interest-based,

ix



model of reading. Initially, I did not set out to focus on the role of students’ inter-
ests. In fact, none of my initial questions were about interest. Yet my study con-
cluded with interest as its main focus because individual interest emerged from
the data as a powerful component that could not be ignored. The Interest-Based
Model of Reading described in this book has important implications for helping
readers of all abilities and ages, K–adult. It is applicable to all developing readers,
not only those who struggle. The model emphasizes transactions among reader,
text, and teacher and features the following components:

1. A passionate, personal interest that spurs sustained reading.

2. Avid, topic-specific reading.

3. Deep schema knowledge.

4. Contextual reading strategies.

5. Mentoring support.

Why Jane and John Couldn’t Read—And How They Learned conceptualizes
striving readers in a new way that moves away from a deficit model to an interest-

driven model based on students’ strengths and abilities. Throughout the
book, I use the terms striving readers and struggling readers interchangeably, but I
prefer the term striving readers, which is gaining increasing acceptance because it
connotes the positive qualities of motivation and effort—qualities often overlooked
in students who struggle (Farstrup, 2005).

In the book, I explain how the developmental theories of Vygotsky, Piaget,
Gardner, and others inform our understanding of uneven development in differ-
ent individuals’ pathways to reading. By uneven development I mean great dispari-
ties within a student between the student’s high-level skills in one area (such as
mathematics) and low-level skills in another area (such as reading).

This book highlights new theories and research, new teaching materials, and
innovative ways to use traditional materials to maximize learning and joy as stu-
dents develop as readers. Each chapter describes teaching materials, strategies,
and activities, and each chapter features case studies of highly successful men and
women who struggled. Why Jane and John Couldn’t Read—And How They Learned
replaces old myths about struggling readers with new, research-based realities
about individuals who overcame their reading difficulties and succeeded. After 30
years as a reading teacher, reading researcher, speaker, and writer, I want to give
others the benefit of my experience, my insights, and my unique database. The
database includes information that I collected from extensive interviews and read-

x



ing tests that were individually administered to a group of highly successful indi-
viduals who struggled with reading yet ended up at the top of their professions.
Included in the database are a variety of teaching materials, strategies, and activ-
ities that can be used in various settings: homes, classrooms, clinics, and commu-
nity centers.

Who Should Read This Book?
This book is for teachers, families, reading specialists, and reading coaches and tu-
tors involved with students of all ages and abilities. In addition, administrators, re-
searchers, and policymakers likely will be interested in the interest-driven model
that unfolds. The results of the study, the teaching materials and strategies, and
the discussions in this book are applicable for teaching all types of readers, not
only those who struggle. I hope that readers are inspired, as I was, by the captivat-
ing stories and impressive achievements of the men and women in this book. And,
I hope that the concrete suggestions of materials, activities, and strategies in each
chapter are useful to a wide variety of professionals and families involved with
students at all levels, K–adult.

How Is the Book Organized?
Why Jane and John Couldn’t Read—And How They Learned balances individual
case studies with practical teaching suggestions. The case studies illustrate dif-
ferent aspects of the Interest-Based Model of Reading. The cases present examples
of how different individuals learned to read through a variety of genres based on
their passionate, personal interests—genres that included biographies, manuals,
romance novels, and so forth. Each case study exemplifies a different pattern or
theme common to all 66 cases (e.g., marvelous mentors, “hands-on” activities).

Each chapter contains a section titled “What Teachers and Families Can
Do,” which systematically discusses instructional strategies and materials in-
tended for teachers, reading specialists, students, and families. Readers can use
the strategies and materials to develop lessons and activities for striving readers in
their own classrooms, clinics, or homes. Additional resource lists at the end of
chapters 1–4 are organized by topic to help families and teachers use each stu-
dent’s interests to motivate reading. The resource lists are organized by grade
level to make it easy to locate appropriate materials for each student.
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Chapter 1, “Promoting Success With an Interest-Based Model of Reading,”
presents an overview of the study and its major results. (Readers interested in a
more detailed description of the background, goals, and methods of the study
should consult the Appendix.) Chapter 1 presents the following topics: the
Interest-Based Model of Reading, the timing and mechanisms involved in striv-
ing readers’ fluency development, the evidence for these striving readers’ high lev-
el of reading achievement, and the evidence for three distinct subgroups of
striving readers.

Chapter 2, “Bilingual Readers: Marvelous Mentors and Cultural Pride,” pres-
ents case studies of two Latino Americans who struggled with reading: a Nobel
Prize–winning immunologist and an early childhood educator. Two key elements
highlighted in this chapter are (1) pride in diverse languages and cultures and
(2) marvelous mentors at home, school, and work. The chapter describes activi-
ties, materials, and strategies to help students develop deep cultural knowledge
and pride in their heritage. Also emphasized is the role of mentoring by families,
teachers, specialists, and peers. This chapter contains activities and annotated ad-
ditional resource lists that are especially useful for teaching bilingual students.

Chapter 3, “Learning to Read Through Multiple Intelligences,” presents
the case study of a renowned scientist whose abilities in science compared with
his abilities in English, history, and French showed enormous disparities; that is,
there were huge gulfs between his extremely high and extremely low skill levels.
Topics in this chapter include multiple intelligences, disparate abilities, sociocul-
tural support, content area reading, “hands-on” learning experiences, and the
mechanisms underlying content area variations in reading fluency. The chapter
features engaging science texts and activities that can be used in homes, class-
rooms, clinics, and field trip sites.

Chapter 4, “Debunking Some Myths About Gender and Reading,” explores
similarities and differences between the reading skills, attitudes, and experiences
of boys and girls, men and women. Highlighted here are case studies of a filmmak-
er, a lawyer, a gynecologist, and others. The chapter focuses on boys’ and girls’
preferences for certain types of texts, boys’ and girls’ different reading experi-
ences, and strategies that help students explore alternative concepts of gender and
the world. The chapter emphasizes reading lessons that incorporate creative and
critical questioning, discussion, drama, writing, and art.

Chapter 5, “Identifying Striving Readers,” deals with assessment issues at all
developmental levels. The chapter provides an overview of several types of assess-
ment tools—their strengths, caveats, and limitations—and the use of ongoing as-
sessment to inform instruction. The importance of early intervention is stressed,

xii



as well as the need to consult a reading specialist when in doubt about a stu-
dent’s progress. Also noted is the need for continuing assessment and systematic
reading instruction through high school and beyond.

Chapter 6, “Conclusions and Implications,” addresses the results of this
study for policy, practice, and research. In addition to addressing issues for teach-
ers, reading specialists, administrators, and policymakers, the chapter connects
findings from the study to programs and legislation related to reading instruc-
tion today.

What Are My Hopes for Readers?
I hope that readers of this book are inspired, as I was, by the stories of these fas-
cinating individuals, who overcame their difficulties and succeeded at high lev-
els, both in literacy and in life. They opened their souls to me, telling their
poignant stories in moving detail with the hope of inspiring others who struggle.
I hope that this book will motivate the use of innovative educational approaches
that enable struggling readers not only to learn to read, but to learn to read well.
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1

C H A P T E R1

Promoting Success 
With an Interest-Based

Model of Reading

One year I noticed five bright, enthusiastic students who stood out in
my language arts class. They sparked class discussions with their
creative ideas, yet something about them perplexed me. Each one of
them had extraordinary difficulties with the basics of reading, writ-

ing, and spelling. There seemed to be a deep gulf between their complex ideas



about literature on the one hand and their basic lower level reading skills on the
other hand. I wondered, What’s going on here? At the time, Scholastic Magazine
had printed an excerpt from Eileen Simpson’s Reversals (1979), which included
intriguing vignettes about Simpson’s travails as a girl with dyslexia. Moved by
Simpson’s story and thinking it might be relevant to my students, I read aloud an
excerpt to my class, hamming up the most dramatic sections. I was in for a
surprise.

Within a few days, I received letters from several mothers, each one thank-
ing me for reading Reversals to the class, each one telling me how much it had
helped her child to learn that other smart people—in this case Simpson, a well-
known author—had suffered similarly, yet ultimately succeeded. The letters were
filled with an outpouring of emotion and gratitude. Hearing Simpson’s story was
definitely a turning point, both for my students and their parents. The powerful
impact of this single story convinced me to embark on a study and write a book
about other readers who had struggled, yet ultimately succeeded.

Striving Readers Who Succeeded
My biggest challenge was to find successful men and women who had struggled
with severe reading problems as children, yet ultimately succeeded in profes-
sions that require extensive reading. I located a group of striving readers who
had succeeded in a variety of such fields, including medicine, law, business, the-
ater, art, psychology, education, biology, physics, and so forth. Many of them were
outstanding professionals; some were the veritable movers and shakers in their
fields. For example, the group included Baruj Benacerraf, a Nobel laureate in med-
icine and physiology; Lora Brody, a television/radio personality and author of
Cooking With Memories (1989); George Deem, an internationally known artist;
Donald Francis, a doctor and AIDS researcher; Florence Haseltine, a gynecolo-
gist and coauthor of Woman Doctor (Haseltine & Yaw, 1976); Robert Knapp, a can-
cer researcher and Chair of the Department of Gynecology at Harvard Medical
School; Sylvia Law, a New York University Professor of Law, Medicine, and
Psychiatry and author of The New York Times Outstanding Book Award–winner
Blue Cross: What Went Wrong? (1974); Nancy Lelewer, a writer and author of
Something’s Not Right: One Family’s Struggle With Learning Disabilities (1994);
and Thomas G. West, a writer and author of In the Mind’s Eye (1991). (Table 1
shows the name, profession, and workplace of each striving reader who participat-
ed in the study.)
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3

Name Profession and Workplace

Men

J. William Adams Headmaster, The Gow School, South Wales, New York
S. Charles Bean Neurologist, Clinical Associate Professor, Jefferson Hospital, 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
Baruj Benacerraf Immunologist, Professor of Immunology and Chair, Dept. of 

Pathology, Harvard Medical School, Cambridge, Massachusetts
James R. Bensinger Physicist, Brandeis University, Waltham, Massachusetts
William Brewer Psychologist, Professor of Psychology, University of Illinois, 

Champaign, Illinois
Michael L. Commons Psychometrician, Lecturer/Research Associate, Dept. of Psychiatry, 

Harvard Medical School, Cambridge, Massachusetts
Heriberto Crespo Social Worker, Latino Health Institute, Boston, Massachusetts
Roy Daniels* Biochemist, Director, Stanford DNA Sequencing/Technology 

Center, and Professor, Stanford University School of Medicine,
Stanford, California

George Deem Graphic Artist, Adjunct Professor of Art, University of 
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

G. Emerson Dickman Attorney at Law, Maywood, New Jersey
Charles Drake Founding Director, The Landmark School, Beverly, Massachusetts
H. Girard Ebert Interior Designer and Chief Executive Officer, H. Girard Ebert, Inc., 

Baltimore, Maryland
Donald Francis Virologist/AIDS Researcher, Genentech, Inc., and Founder and 

President, VaxGen, Inc., San Francisco, California
Miles Gerety Attorney at Law, State Public Defender, Bridgeport, Connecticut
Daniel Gillette Learning Specialist and Coordinator of Advising, Boston 

Architectural Center, Boston, Massachusetts
Alexander Goldowsky Program Developer, New England Aquarium, Boston, 

Massachusetts
David Gordon Marketing Consultant, Adaptive Computing, Beverly, 

Massachusetts
Philip Hulbig Tutor, Walpole, Massachusetts
Robert Knapp Gynecologist, Professor and Chair, Dept. of Gynecology, Harvard 

Medical School, Cambridge, Massachusetts
John Moore Social Worker, Boston, Massachusetts
Jonathan Pazer Attorney at Law, Law Offices of Pazer & Epstein, New York, New York
Bart Pisha Computer Specialist, Director of Research, Center for Applied 

Special Technology (CAST), Peabody, Massachusetts

TABLE 1
Successful Striving Readers

(continued)



4

TABLE 1 (continued)
Successful Striving Readers

Name Profession and Workplace

Cruz Sanabria Early Childhood Educator, Boston, Massachusetts
Michael Schweitzer General and Vascular Surgeon, Virginia Surgical Specialists, 

Richmond, Virginia
David Selib Sales Manager, Reebok International, Medfield, Massachusetts
Larry B. Silver Psychiatrist and Writer, Clinical Professor of Psychiatry, 

Georgetown University School of Medicine, Washington, DC
Hilary Smart Chief Executive Officer, Industrial Products Company, Boston, 

Massachusetts
James Soberman Dentist, Clinical Assistant Professor of Prosthodontics, New York 

University, New York, New York
Michael Spock Codirector/Researcher, Chapin Hall Center for Children, 

University of Chicago, Chicago, Illinois
Michael Van Zandt Research Scientist, Institute for Diabetes Discovery, Branford, 

Connecticut
A. McDonald Vaz Writer, Miami Beach, Florida
Thomas G. West Writer, Visualization Research Institute, Washington, DC
Glenn Young Learning Disabilities Program Specialist, Washington State Dept. 

of Social & Health Services, Seattle, Washington

Women

Hannah Adams Elementary Teacher, Cambridge, Massachusetts
Tania Baker Biochemist and Professor, Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology (MIT), Cambridge, Massachusetts
Barbara Bikofsky Special Educator, Adjunct Instructor, Lesley University, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts
Lori Boskin Director of Alumni Relations, Special Projects & Promotions, 

University of California Los Angeles School of Law, Los Angeles,
California

Lora Brody Cookbook Author, TV and Radio Personality, Newton, Massachusetts
Terry Bromfield Special Educator, Adjunct Assistant Professor, Lesley University, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts
Dale S. Brown Program Manager, The President’s Committee on Employment of 

People With Disabilities, Washington, DC
Susan E. Brown Filmmaker, New York, New York
Ann L. Brown (deceased) Researcher/Educator, Professor of Education, University of 

California, Berkeley, California
Jane Buchbinder Fiction Writer, Boston, Massachusetts

(continued)



TABLE 1 (continued)
Successful Striving Readers

Name Profession and Workplace

Susan Cobin Administrator/Principal, Talmud Torah Day School, Saint Paul, 
Minnesota

C. Ellen Corduan Theater Set Designer/Teacher, The Walnut Hill School, Natick, 
Massachusetts

Ellen Gorman Social Worker, New Haven Adult Education, New Haven, 
Connecticut

Stacey Harris Attorney at Law, Brookline, Massachusetts
Florence Haseltine Gynecologist and Director, Center for Population Research, 

National Institutes of Health, Washington, DC
Marlene Hirschberg Arts Administrator/Director, Jewish Community Center, 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin
Melissa Holt Head Teacher, South Shore Day Care, Quincy, Massachusetts
Annette Jenner Neurobiologist, Biology Teaching Fellow, Harvard University, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts
Sylvia Law Attorney at Law, Professor of Law, Medicine, & Psychiatry, New 

York University School of Law, New York, New York
Nancy Lelewer Writer, Research Associate in Neurology, Harvard Medical School, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts
Joanne Lense Social Worker, Bronx Lebanon Hospital & Knight Education, New 

York, New York
Susan Marlett Artist, Clearway Technologies, Fort Lee, New Jersey
Robin Mello Storyteller/Actress, Adjunct Instructor, Tufts University & Lesley 

College, Boston and Cambridge, Massachusetts
Fiona Moore Social Worker, Human Resource Institute, Brookline, 

Massachusetts
Tania Phillips Elementary Teacher, Northampton, Massachusetts
Priscilla Sanville Arts Educator, Adjunct Assistant Professor, Lesley University, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts
Maureen Selig* Social Worker, Easton Hospital, Easton, Pennsylvania
Charlann Simon Author & Program Developer, Speech/Language and Learning 

Specialist, Tempe, Arizona
Amy Simons Attorney at Law, Assistant State Attorney, Dade County State 

Attorney’s Office, Miami, Florida
Jane Smith* Anthropologist, American University, Washington, DC
Beth Steucek Manager, Executive Vice President, New England Innkeepers, 

Portsmouth, New Hampshire
Lezli Whitehouse Speech/Language Specialist, Boston, Massachusetts
Kathleen Yellin* Hotel Manager, Boston, Massachusetts

* Indicates a pseudonym.
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Overview of the Study
Goals and Questions
Initially my project began as a small pilot study of 12 individuals and was part
of my doctoral program at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. After
completing my doctorate, I received a Spencer Post-Doctoral Research Fellowship
from the National Academy of Education, which enabled me to expand the orig-
inal study to a larger sample of more than 60 striving readers from all regions of
the United States. I included equal numbers of men and women in the study,
which had two main goals: (1) to learn whether there were any patterns common
to the experiences of all of the striving readers and (2) to discover teaching strate-
gies, materials, and approaches that could be useful to teachers, reading special-
ists, students, and families. My hunch was that the striving readers in my study
might have devised unique strategies for learning that could prove useful for
teaching others.

Several questions intrigued me: What had contributed to the resilience of
these striving readers? What strategies had they used to overcome their reading
difficulties? What level of reading ability did they ultimately achieve? At what ages
did they develop basic fluency? Are they fluent readers today? If so, according to
what definition of fluency? Were there any gender differences and, if so, what
were they? Most important, I wanted to know, What do the experiences of these
successful striving readers tell us about teaching others to read? These questions
were the driving force behind the study described in this book.

The Sample of Striving Readers
The sample was not a random sample; rather, men and women were selected
based on their level of educational and career achievement, field of expertise, gen-
der, age, and socioeconomic level. Individuals were considered “successful” if they
(a) demonstrated professional competence recognized by peers in an area of ex-
pertise that requires sophisticated reading and demands extensive training, skill,
and responsibility and (b) supported themselves financially. Individuals were con-
sidered “striving readers” if they (a) showed evidence of a childhood history of
severe reading difficulties, (b) met the Responsiveness to Intervention definition
of a reader who struggled, and (c) met the International Dyslexia Association’s
definition of an individual with dyslexia. (See Appendix for details.)
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Interviews and Assessments
I individually administered formal and informal reading and psychological tests
and assessments, including the Diagnostic Assessments of Reading With Trial
Teaching Strategies (Roswell & Chall, 1992); the Nelson-Denny Reading Test of
Vocabulary, Reading Comprehension, and Reading Rate (Brown, Fishco, &
Hanna, 1993); and the Graded Nonword Reading and Spelling Test (Snowling,
Stothard, & McLean, 1996). (See the Appendix for complete list and details.) I also
conducted lengthy, face-to-face interviews, three to nine hours each, during which
participants were encouraged to tell their own stories in their own ways. (See
the Appendix for interview questions and methodology.) All except six individu-
als took the series of reading tests and psychological assessments. All except one
gave me permission to use their real names in the hope that their life stories would
inspire others who struggle with reading. In writing this book, I decided to use
real names for all except three individuals; due to the sensitive nature of the infor-
mation, in these cases I used pseudonyms to protect their privacy and the priva-
cy of their families (refer to Table 1 beginning on page 3; an asterisk * after a
name indicates a pseudonym).

Becoming Highly Skilled Readers
The results of the interviews and reading tests were full of surprises about learn-
ing to read. I expected to discover a variety of bypass strategies that enabled the
striving readers in my study to learn without doing much reading. (Presumably,
continual frustration with basic skills would have led them to avoid reading.)
But to my surprise, instead of avoiding reading, I discovered that they loved books
and read a lot. Despite their struggles, all had been avid readers in childhood.

And not only were they avid readers; they also became highly skilled read-
ers. According to results of the reading tests administered to them in adult-
hood, these men and women understood complex, sophisticated texts and scored
high on all upper level skills, including vocabulary knowledge and silent read-
ing comprehension. In fact, their mean reading comprehension score equaled
16.9 GE on the Nelson-Denny Reading Test (a grade equivalent above the fourth
year of college). I also discovered that, despite years of reading difficulties, they
developed most of the characteristics of Chall’s (1996) Stage 5—the highest level
of skilled reading. (A Stage 5 skill that some of them still lack is rapid reading
speed.)
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Chall’s Stage 5 entails reading materials that are “highly difficult, specialized,
technical, and abstract” and entails reading for one’s own personal and profes-
sional purposes (Chall, 1983, p. 100). Each of these striving readers demonstrates
these skills. Their high performance on the reading assessments that I adminis-
tered attests to their ability to read, understand, make inferences, and create
meaning from text—all Stage 5 skills. Many of these men and women have writ-
ten major books and articles in their fields of expertise. Their impressive schol-
arly publications demonstrate their creation of new knowledge—a hallmark of
skilled reading at the highest level.

Passionate, Personal Interests
The stories of these striving readers revealed a common theme: Each one had
had a burning desire to know more about a favorite topic. Spurred by their passion
and curiosity, they read voraciously, engaging in what Chall called “reading to
learn” (1983, 1994, 1996). Fascinated by a topic, they read avidly to learn more.
And, they did lots of their reading on their own—silently.

I did a lot of reading. I loved reading about physics, so I got lots of
physics magazines and books, and I just quietly read about physics on
my own.
JAMES BENSINGER (PHYSICIST)

I’ve always been attracted to books about history, decorative arts,
architecture.... So I took reading, which was a problem, and turned it
around, because it was the only way that I could explore what I was
interested in.
H. GIRARD EBERT (INTERIOR DESIGNER)

I loved history.... I’m a [U.S.] Civil War buff, mainly ’cause I like
Lincoln. So through reading about Lincoln, I’ve learned lots of other
things—including how to read!
C. ELLEN CORDUAN (THEATER SET DESIGNER/TEACHER)
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By reading about narrow topics (e.g., Lincoln and the U.S. Civil War), each
of these striving readers became familiar with the specific vocabulary, themes, and
scripts of their favorite types of texts. Based on this genre familiarity, they could
use the context effectively to guess at new words and develop their conceptual un-
derstanding. They engaged in intense and repeated reading about a single, favorite
topic, which enhanced their depth of background knowledge and, simultaneous-
ly, enabled them to gain reading practice. The repetition and redundant text ma-
terial itself provided some of the requisite drill and practice needed to develop
their skills. Through avid, highly focused reading, each individual became a vir-
tual “little expert” in a favorite domain of knowledge. In Stanovich’s (1986) terms,
they got richer (or better at reading) as a result of intensive reading practice.
Although topics of interest varied among the individuals, lots of practice within
a single genre (or domain of knowledge) fostered fluency and the development of
increasingly sophisticated reading skills. (See Table 2 for a summary of their top-
ics and genres of high-interest reading.)

Ages When Avid Reading Began
The ages when these striving readers began to read avidly varied. Overall, those
who began their avid, high-interest reading the earliest became the highest achiev-
ers. This finding fits with results from early intervention studies that suggest
that the earlier a child receives appropriate intervention, the more likely it is that
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Women Men
n = 30 n = 30

Novels 23 Novels 14
Biographies 2 Biographies 2
Science 2 Science 5
Social Studies 1 Social Studies 6
Cooking 1 Automechanics 1
No Data 1 Sailing 1

Poetry 1

Gender differences in topics of high-interest reading were statistically significant (chi square = 5.71, p = .017).

TABLE 2
Topic/Genre of High-Interest Reading



the child will eventually close the gap and catch up to normally developing peers
(Foorman, Francis, Beeler, Winikates, & Fletcher, 1997; Torgesen, Wagner, &
Rashotte, 1997). (Table 3 shows a range of the individuals who participated in the
study, their interests, and the ages when they began to read avidly about a topic
of passionate, personal interest.)

Late Fluency Development
Fluency development occurred late for all of these readers. In fact, I found a con-
sistent pattern of delay: On average, they developed basic fluency (smoothness
and ease in reading and understanding connected text) between ages 10 and 12.
This was three to four years later than their “normally developing” peers who
developed basic fluency between ages 7 and 8 (Chall, 1983, 1996). When they fi-
nally learned to read fluently, it was an important turning point, which they re-
called vividly. Many of their most poignant recollections featured memorable
mentors—teachers and other important adults who were pivotal in helping them
to succeed.

In fifth grade, I finally learned to read; it was a big change! I
remember it clearly: Mrs. King helped me.
JAMES BENSINGER (PHYSICIST)
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Name Genre/Interest Age

B. Benacerraf Biography age 7
R. Knapp History age 7
R. Daniels Science age 8
J. Bensinger Physics age 10
A. Simons Math age 10
E. Corduan History age 11
S. Bean Poetry age 12
A. Brown Novels age 13
B. Bikofsky Novels age 17
G. Deem Novels ~age 22

TABLE 3
Ranges of Interests and Ages When Avid Reading Began



Fascination and Flow
As I listened to the stories of these striving readers, I discovered that fascination
with a favorite topic was an overriding theme; moreover, they were not only fas-
cinated, but they were transformed by their favorite texts. They became so deeply
engrossed while reading that they lost awareness of everything else around them,
often even failing to “hear” their parents calling, “Time for dinner”—even when
the parents were standing right in the same room. Csikszentmihalyi (1991) calls
this type of total immersion and enjoyment a “flow experience”—the feeling of
being carried away by a current, which often results in an exhilarating loss of
self-consciousness. For these striving readers, who became anxious in many
reading situations, this feeling of flow while reading about a topic of interest was
liberating.

Ongoing Problems
But it wasn’t smooth sailing. Many of these striving readers continued to grapple
with ongoing problems with word recognition and sound analysis—lower level
skills that, for some, remain weak in adulthood. This finding suggests that a sub-
set of the group may have followed a different developmental pathway from that
of most skilled readers. (See chapter 3 for discussion.) Many of them continue as
adults to have difficulty with basic, lower level word recognition and phonologi-
cal skills. Despite years of instruction and practice in phonics, some who have
learned the sound–symbol relationships of English still have trouble applying this
knowledge due to ongoing problems with blending and sequencing. So they use
phonics, but not very effectively.

I can look at a letter and tell you what the sound is, but I can’t put it
together into a word.
MARLENE HIRSCHBERG (ARTS ADMINISTRATOR)

Phonics doesn’t always work for me. Even though I’ll read
phonetically, I can’t break it down and make sense, because my
phonetic sounds don’t always fit with everybody else’s. Yet it’s not
important to me; it’s the idea that’s important.
S. CHARLES BEAN (NEUROLOGIST)
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Deep Schema Knowledge and Contextual Reading Strategies
The striving readers in this study seemed aware of the ultimate goal of reading:
making meaning from print. But how were they able to think about ideas, make
sense from print, and develop basic fluency when their lower level decoding skills
remained weak? I was especially curious about how they had constructed mean-
ing (a higher level skill) despite their continuing problems with lower level skills
such as letter identification, word recognition, and phonics. What I found was
that they relied on context.

Even today, when I can’t figure out a word, I guess from the context.
Yes, I guess what makes sense.
BARUJ BENACERRAF (IMMUNOLOGIST)

I use the context and get the gist...and I have it pretty much right!
C. ELLEN CORDUAN (THEATER SET DESIGNER/TEACHER)

These striving readers use the context to enhance their understanding, and
they know when they have it “pretty much right.” This suggests that they use
metacognitive checking strategies to monitor their word recognition and compre-
hension accuracy. That is, they regularly check their own word recognition and
comprehension and, in their own estimation, are usually correct. This finding fits
with results of research by Lefly and Pennington (1991), who found that com-
pensating adults with dyslexia read unfamiliar words nearly as accurately as oth-
er skilled readers.

But how had the striving readers in my study become accurate in guessing
words? I wondered how they had managed to guess words correctly from context
clues. What I discovered was that, by reading avidly about a single engaging top-
ic, they developed deep background knowledge and schema familiarity. Schema fa-
miliarity allowed them to “fill in the blanks” correctly, because context clues were
more reliable in a familiar schema.

According to schema theory, context-reliant reading is effective and accurate
when the reader possesses sufficient background knowledge and has a schema for
the material (Samuels, 2002). A reader’s prior knowledge creates a powerful ad-
vantage that facilitates accuracy and comprehension (Recht & Leslie, 1988;
Rumelhart, 1980; Samuels, 2002). For example, a reader’s familiarity with narra-
tive schema enables the reader to read new narratives with increasing comprehen-
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sion and fluency. The reason? Familiarity with narrative components (such as
character, setting, plot, problem, resolution) enables prediction and fulfillment
of expectations. Consequently, the more narratives an individual reads, the more
capable the individual becomes of reading and understanding future narratives.
Similarly, a person immersed in reading about science develops familiarity with
the highly specialized vocabulary, technical concepts, and experimental designs of
science. The result? That person is able to read and understand future scientific
texts with greater ease and accuracy.

Three Groups of Striving Readers
Based on the reading tests that I administered, three distinct groups of striving
readers emerged from this study (see Figure 1). One group of compensated read-
ers revealed few, if any, ongoing weaknesses in adulthood, scoring high in every
category of reading. However, partially compensated readers showed ongoing
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FIGURE 1
Profiles of Compensated and Partially Compensated Individuals With Dyslexia

The numbers on the vertical axis represent the grade equivalent score. Maximum performance on this test (DARTT) is
12th-grade level.
A = word recognition, B = oral reading, C = silent reading comprehension, D = spelling, E = knowledge of word meanings.
Six individuals did not fit into these types.

Adapted from Fink, R.P. (1998a). Literacy development in successful men and women with dyslexia (p. 329). Annals of
Dyslexia, 48, 311–346. Used with permission of the International Dyslexia Association.



jagged, uneven profiles of reading strengths and weaknesses. For example, the two
groups of partially compensated readers scored high in upper level, meaning-
making skills (such as vocabulary knowledge and silent reading comprehension)
on the Diagnostic Assessments of Reading With Trial Teaching Strategies.
However, they lagged behind in lower level skills, such as word recognition, oral
reading accuracy, and spelling.

One group of partially compensated readers showed weaknesses in spelling
(15 individuals); the other group showed weaknesses in word recognition and oral
reading, as well as spelling (22 individuals). Six remaining individuals with par-
tially compensated reading difficulties showed similar jagged profiles of strengths
and weaknesses. However, their strengths did not quite reach ceiling, and their
weaknesses dipped slightly lower than those of other partially compensated read-
ers. Test data for 6 individuals were unavailable.

The striving readers’ test results were compared with those of a compari-
son group. Results showed that, despite the striving readers’ high scores on vocab-
ulary and reading comprehension tests, they performed poorly compared to the
comparison group on all assessments of phonological decoding. This result indi-
cates that, even though the striving readers caught up to other skilled readers in
vocabulary and reading comprehension, they never fully mastered phonological
decoding skills.

Table 4 summarizes the reading test results and reveals three main find-
ings: (1) the comparison group outperformed all of the striving readers on every
measure of reading; (2) the fully compensated group of striving readers consistent-
ly outperformed both partially compensated groups; and (3) for individuals with
partially compensated reading difficulties, ongoing jagged profiles of reading
strengths and weaknesses persisted in adulthood.

Reading Speed
I wondered whether slow reading speed distinguished the compensated readers
from the partially compensated groups. The results of the reading tests showed
that slow reading rate was indeed a distinguishing characteristic. On the Nelson-
Denny Reading Test, 58% of the total individuals who had struggled were slow
readers who used extended time to complete the test (refer to Table 4A).
Apparently, without the accommodation of extended time, many of these striv-
ing readers would have scored lower on the Nelson-Denny Reading Test. They
seemed to need the extra time to process text information and answer questions
accurately.
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A. Performance on Literacy Tests and Adult Reading History Questionnaire*

Individuals With Dyslexia Contrasts**
____________________________________ __________________

Nondyslexic Fully Partially Total
Controls Compensated Compensated Dyslexics Controls v. Full v.
(n = 10) (n = 17) (n = 43) (n = 60) Total Dys. Partial

DARTT (% adults obtaining GE < 12th grade)***
Word Recognition 0 0 30.2 21.7 .103 .010
Oral Rdg. Accuracy 0 0 55.8 40.0 .014 .001
Silent Comp’n 10 0 6.9 5.0 .528 .264
Spelling 40 0 79.0 57.0 .327 <.001
Word Meaning 0 0 6.9 5.0 .470 .264

Nelson-Denny
Vocabulary

raw score M (SD) 79(.6) 75.9(4.4) 73.9(5.0) 73.5(6.3) .008 .155
GE M 18.9 17.5 16.9 16.9
GE range 18.9–18.9 14.6–18.9 11.6–18.9 11.6–18.9

Comprehension
raw score M (SD) 75.2(4.4) 70.5(3.9) 67.7(5.6) 68.7(6.7) .004 .056
GE M 18.9 18.6 17.1 17.1
GE range 16.4–18.9 13.2–18.9 9.6–18.9 9.6–18.9

Rate (% with s.s. < 180) 0 0 33.0 23.3 .088 .007
% using extended time 0 53 60 58 .001 .594

Adult Reading History Questionnaire
Total Score M (SD) .07(.04) .57(.09) .61(.09) .60(.09) .0001 .126

range .01–.15 .38–.75 .38–.82 .38–.82
Florida Passages

# seconds M (SD) 25.3(8.4) 78.5(17.8) 106.7(38.9) 98.7(36.5) .0001 .0060
range 17–50 51–112 51–225 51–225

# errors M (SD) 1.5(1.0) 8.8(3.0) 14.5(6.0) 12.9(5.9) .0001 .0004
range 0–4 4–13 4–27 4–27

Pig Latin Test
# correct M (SD) 44.2(5.6) 40.4(7.5) 30.0(11.9) 33.0(11.8) .005 .002

range 30–48 24–48 1–47 1–48

Graded Nonword Tests
Reading M (SD) 19.8(.4) 17.1(1.9) 15.0(3.5) 15.6(3.3) .0002 .0231

range 19–20 13–20 6–20 6–20
Spelling M (SD) 18.8(1.3) 16(2.4) 13.0(4.6) 13.8(4.3) .0007 .0136

range 16–20 11–20 2–19 2–20

* Full data set available upon request (participants’ identities withheld)
** Observed probability levels from the statistical contrasts; the first column of contrasts shows comparisons between

the nondyslexic comparison group and the total number of individuals with dyslexia; the second column of
contrasts shows comparisons between fully compensated and partially compensated individuals with dyslexia.

*** GE = grade equivalent; maximum performance on the DARTT is 12th-grade level (Roswell & Chall, 1992).

Reprinted from Fink, R.P. (1998a). Literacy development in successful men and women with dyslexia (pp. 320–321).
Annals of Dyslexia, 48, 311–346. Used with permission of the International Dyslexia Association.

TABLE 4
Reading Test Results

(continued)
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B. Adult Self-Reported Reading Habits, Using a Scale of 0 to 4 From the Adult
Reading History Questionnaire*

Individuals With Dyslexia Contrasts**
____________________________________ __________________

Nondyslexic Fully Partially Total
Controls Compensated Compensated Dyslexics Controls v. Full v.
(n = 10) (n = 17) (n = 43) (n = 60) Total Dys. Partial

Work-Related Reading
(% reporting a great deal) 100% 88% 67% 73% .063 .101
Mean response (SD) 3.7(.5) 3.5(1.0) 3.0(.9) 3.1(.9) .0683 .0652

Range 3–4 0–4 1–4 0–4

Pleasure Reading
(% reporting a great deal) 80% 53% 37% 42% .025 .265
Mean response (SD) 3.4(.8) 2.5(1.1) 2.2(1.3) 2.3(1.2) .0081 .4049

Range 2–4 0–4 0–4 0–4

Book Reading
Mean response (SD) 3.7(.6) 2.5(1.2) 2.4(1.4) 2.4(1.3) .0046 .7966

Range 2–4 0–4 0–4 0–4

Magazine Reading
Mean response (SD) 3.2(1.2) 2.0(1.3) 2.0(1.4) 2.0(1.4) .0113 1.0

Range 0–4 0–4 0–4 0–4

Daily News Reading
Mean response (SD) 3.5(1.0) 2.9(1.4) 2.7(1.4) 2.8(1.4) .1142 .6199

Range 1–4 0–4 0–4 0–4

Sunday News Reading
Mean response (SD) 3.8(.4) 2.9(1.0) 2.7(1.0) 2.8(1.0) .0019 .4879

Range 0–1 1–4 0–4 0–4

* Full data set available upon request (participants’ identities withheld)
** Observed probability levels from the statistical contrasts; the first column of contrasts shows comparisons between

the nondyslexic comparison group and the total number of individuals with dyslexia; the second column of
contrasts shows comparisons between fully compensated and partially compensated individuals with dyslexia.

Reprinted from Fink, R.P. (1998a). Literacy development in successful men and women with dyslexia (pp. 322–323).
Annals of Dyslexia, 48, 311–346. Used with permission of the International Dyslexia Association.

TABLE 4 (continued)
Reading Test Results

Reading Attitudes and Habits
The striving readers in this study developed positive reading habits. Most impor-
tant, they became lifelong readers. They currently do a great deal of work-related
reading. However, I found significant differences among the groups regarding
leisure reading. As Table 4B illustrates, the striving readers choose reading for



pleasure, but they choose it less often than readers who did not struggle. The good
news is that the striving readers do as much work-related reading in adulthood
as the skilled readers in the comparison group. 

The Interest-Based Model of Reading
These results led to an interest-driven model with important implications for
teaching. The Interest-Based Model of Reading explains how striving readers,
who may continue to lack strong integration of basic, phonological decoding skills,
nevertheless construct higher order “meaning” skills. Key elements of the model
include the following:

• A passionate, personal interest that spurs sustained reading.

• Avid, topic-specific reading.

• Deep schema knowledge.

• Contextual reading strategies.

• Mentoring support.

The Interest-Based Model of Reading can be used to promote resilience and
success in all kinds of readers, including others who struggle. Teachers and fami-
lies can use a key component of the model—passionate, personal interest—as a
starting point to reverse reading failure and resistance. By providing students with
ample opportunities to read about their interests, we can motivate in each student
an intrinsic desire to read. 

Students who read about a topic of personal interest are likely to become
deeply engaged and read more frequently. The sheer volume of this increased read-
ing can supply the requisite repetition and practice that enhances fluency and
comprehension of increasingly sophisticated texts. Consequently, reading about
a topic of passionate, personal interest can promote reading at higher and higher
levels.

What Teachers and Families Can Do
Based on this model and the study’s results, there are several specific things that
teachers and families can do to help striving readers, both at school and at home:
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1. Use students’ interests.

2. Balance the reading program.

3. Use irresistible “entry points” into reading.

4. Teach comprehension systematically.

5. Facilitate fluency.

Use Students’ Interests
Based on this study’s results, teachers and family members should provide com-
pelling materials about each student’s interests. The idea that reading materials be
tailored to individual interests has strong research support (Fink, in press; Gardner,
1983; Guthrie, 2004; Guthrie & Alvermann, 1999; Guthrie & Wigfield, 1997;
Piaget, 1952; Renninger, 1992; Ritchey, 2004; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). A re-
luctant reader who has difficulty with typical school texts is likely to be more enthu-
siastic about books that explore a favorite topic—regardless whether the topic is
science, history, sports, automechanics, or romance. This raises the question, How
can busy teachers and family members find out what interests each student?

READING INTEREST INVENTORIES. One way to assess students’ interests is
by using a reading interest inventory such as the one below (adapted from Burns,
Roe, & Ross, 1992). Reading interest inventories are easy to administer and mod-
ify to fit each student’s age or developmental stage.

• What is the best book that was ever read to you?

• What is the best book that you ever read yourself?

• What are your favorite hobbies?

• What after-school activities do you like best?

• What are some of your favorite movies?

• What television programs do you like the most?

• What are your favorite television specials, videos, DVDs, computer games,
and Internet websites?

• What school subjects do you find most interesting?

• What pets, sports, or art activities do you like best?

• If you could take a trip, where would you go?

• What careers interest you?
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BIO-POEMS. Bio-poems are another way to discover a student’s interests. With bio-
poems, students write about and draw pictures of themselves. The following bio-
poem template, adapted by Florida middle school teacher Minnie Gross (personal
communication, May 2, 2004), is useful for students across ages and grade levels.

Line 1: First name only —-

Line 2: Four traits that describe you —-, —-, —-, —-

Line 3: Siblings of —- (or son/daughter of—-)

Line 4: Loves —-, —-, —- (3 people or things)

Line 5: Who feels —-, —-, —- (3 items)

Line 6: Who needs —-, —-, —- (3 items)

Line 7: Who gives —-, —-, —- (3 items)

Line 8: Who fears —-, —-, —- (3 items)

Line 9: Who would like to see —-, —-, —- (3 items)

Line 10: Resident of (your city), (your street)

Line 11: Your last name (draw a picture of yourself).

OTHER RESOURCES FOR DISCOVERING STUDENTS’ INTERESTS. Informal
interviews are another way to discover a student’s interests. Teachers can inter-
view the student by asking questions in the reading interest inventory and inquir-
ing about favorite hobbies (e.g., sports, art, science, travel), movies, television
programs, videos, DVDs, Internet websites, and computer games. Use clues from
the student’s favorite media subjects to discover passionate—or even dormant—
interests, then gather reading materials accordingly.

Several books are available to help match students with books on their inter-
ests. For example, A to Zoo: Subject Access to Children’s Picture Books (Lima & Lima,
1993) is a good resource for titles that reflect the interests of young children.
This concise book lists preschool and elementary books alphabetically by topic. If,
for example, a child is fascinated by dinosaurs, just look under “D” to find good
books about dinosaurs. Another good resource is 100 Best Books for Children
(Silvey, 2004), which includes a plot summary and age range for each title. In ad-
dition, the Choices booklists provide superb lists of new books selected each year
by children, teachers, parents, and librarians through a project of the
International Reading Association (IRA; see Additional Resources, pages 30–33).

Leveled books are another good source of interesting titles. To find titles for
young children, I suggest Matching Books to Readers: Using Leveled Books in Guided
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Reading, K–3 (Fountas & Pinnell, 1999). For titles for intermediate and middle
school children, I suggest two books: Leveled Books for Readers, Grades 3–6: A
Companion Volume to Guiding Readers and Writers (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001) and
Guided Comprehension: A Teaching Model for Grades 3–8 (McLaughlin & Allen,
2002). In addition, the Degrees of Reading Power (DRP) system also lists interest-
ing books by readability level. It is available as a CD-ROM and DRP-Booklink online
under “Readability of Literature and Popular Titles” (see www.tasaliteracy.com).

In addition to books, student magazines and newspapers provide another
way to lure reluctant readers, who usually find the shorter articles less over-
whelming than full-length books (see Additional Resources, pages 33–35, for an
annotated list of children’s periodicals organized by topic and genre; the list also
indicates appropriate age or grade levels).

Internet searches are another great way to locate a variety of interesting
materials. Students usually benefit from direct instruction on databases, websites,
keyword search strategies, and criteria for evaluating Web information. The
Mysteries of Internet Research (Cohen, 2003) is a good book for grades 4–12. It
uses a mystery format to teach students how to check facts on the Internet; it
also teaches the research process using print sources. In addition, Story-
Huffman’s Caldecott on the NET (2002a) for grades K–5 and Newbery on the NET
(2002b) for grades 4–8 have helpful suggestions for integrating award-winning lit-
erature with Internet activities and websites.

After helping students locate materials on their interests, teachers and fam-
ilies should plan time for regularly scheduled free reading. Free reading is not a
frill; rather, it is essential for developing fluency and positive reading attitudes.
And free reading is easy to integrate into any reading program. Teachers can in-
corporate a widely used traditional approach, such as Sustained Silent Reading
(SSR), in which each student selects and reads a book silently at a regular time
each day. While students read, the teacher also reads silently, modeling good
reading behavior. No work is assigned with SSR.

A new approach, Voluntary Reading as Social Practice, includes an added
conversational component in which students discuss their books with a peer, tutor,
family member, or teacher. The added conversational component increases students’
enthusiasm and spurs them to borrow more library books (Parr & Maguiness, 2005).

Both approaches, SSR and the discussion model, fulfill the National
Research Council’s recommendation that “time, materials, and resources be pro-
vided daily for independent reading of texts of interest to each student” (Snow et
al., 1998, p. 324). (Figure 2 shows children engaged in independent reading and
book discussions at the William H. Lincoln School in Brookline, Massachusetts.)
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Balance the Reading Program
In this study, one third of the striving readers never fully mastered decoding, as
shown by their reading test results; yet, all of them became skilled, lifelong
readers. They received explicit instruction in basic skills, such as phonemic
awareness and phonics, and simultaneously read many “real-life” books and
magazines. This result underscores the need to balance decoding instruction
with authentic text-based approaches. Creating balance is the key to an excellent
reading program.

SYLLABICATION FOR DECODING STRATEGY (SDS). We know that phono-
logical decoding should be taught in the early grades until children demonstrate
mastery. But how can we teach decoding to older students? And how can we do
it without holding them back? SDS, a new strategy that I recently developed, can
be helpful. SDS helps students decode multisyllabic words in challenging texts and
enables weak decoders to keep up with the content that their peers are learning.
The strategy uses sound and rhythm to help students tap, hear, feel, and write
the beats in syllables as a way into decoding long words. I created SDS for my own
middle school students and have used it successfully with high school and college
students as well. It is a lively, fun way to approach syllabication for the purpose
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FIGURE 2
Students Engaged in Independent Reading and Book Discussions



of decoding. (See Table 5 for the sequential steps of this strategy. Each teacher can
modify the steps to meet each student’s individual needs.)

SEMANTIC IMPRESSIONS VOCABULARY METHOD. Teachers should discuss
word meanings in context and include a variety of rich vocabulary activities. One
excellent approach is the semantic impressions vocabulary method, which develops
deep understanding of new word meanings (Richek, 2005). Semantic impressions
is a good way to facilitate text comprehension before students begin reading, be-
cause it deepens vocabulary understanding and builds schematic background.
Students work in groups using new vocabulary words before they read. Instead of
the traditional method of writing words in isolated sentences, students work in
groups and use all the new words in a coherent story of their own creation.
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Step 1. As if beating a drum, the teacher taps her desk according to the syllables in her name
and each student’s name. Students do the same and guess the number of taps (or syllables)
they hear. For example: Ros/a/lie Fink (4); Ma/ry Ken/ne/dy (5); John Smith (2).

Step 2. The teacher selects and writes on the board or chart paper words from the student’s
most challenging reading assignments (i.e., social studies, science, etc.). Words should be
underlined by the teacher and written in a phrase or sentence in order to place them in a
meaningful context.

Step 3. The student attempts syllabication of each word for decoding purposes by drawing a
line between letters to show each new beat (or syllable). The syllable divisions do not
necessarily have to follow dictionary rules of syllabication. Syllable divisions are accepted as
correct for decoding purposes if they help enable students to pronounce the word. For
example, if words from a social studies book include civilization, the teacher would accept the
following divisions: ci/vi/li/za/tion or civ/i/liz/a/tion or civ/il/iz/a/tion.

Step 4. The student writes the number of beats or syllables heard in each name or word in
parentheses after each word. For example: ci/vi/li/za/tion (5); A/mer/i/can (4);
pho/to/syn/the/sis (5); gene (1); ba/cil/li (3).

Step 5. After pronouncing a word, the student guesses its meaning from the context or looks
up the meaning in the dictionary. The teacher should explain that SDS is primarily for
decoding purposes, because traditional rules of syllabication have more constraints.

Adapted from Fink, R.P. (in press). What successful adults with dyslexia teach us about children. In K.W. Fischer, J.H.
Bernstein, & M.H. Immordino-Yang (Eds.), Mind, brain, and education in reading disorders. Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press.

TABLE 5
Syllabication for Decoding Strategy (SDS)



VOCABULARY CARD GAMES. Research shows that repeated encounters with
words are necessary before students internalize word meanings and make new
words their own (McKeown & Curtis, 1987; K.D. Stahl, 2005; S.A. Stahl, 1999). To
provide repeated word encounters, it helps to have students play a variety of vocab-
ulary games. Many games are available commercially, or they can be easily made.
In one teacher-made card game, each student (a) locates the card containing a word
that the teacher (or a student) says out loud, (b) gives a correct definition, and (c)
creates a sentence using the word orally. Games of this sort not only provide drill
and practice but also enliven lessons and make vocabulary learning fun.

Use Irresistible “Entry Points” Into Reading
The striving readers in this study found their own entry points into reading
through topics of passionate, personal interest. Sometimes their topics differed
from topics in the school’s reading curriculum. For example, AIDS researcher
Donald Francis loved reading automechanics manuals; until he was 13, he read al-
most exclusively about automechanics. He told me that he appreciated not being
pressured by his parents to read the “right” books. For him, automechanics man-
uals were effective, irresistible entry points into reading. Eventually, he became
a highly skilled reader and a medical doctor.

ALTERNATIVE TEXTS. How can teachers encourage other reluctant readers to
find their own entry points to reading? One way is by using alternative texts. This
means including any materials that excite the student: automechanics manuals,
catalogs, comic books, picture books, easy-to-read books, high-interest/low-vocabu-
lary books, videos, and universal design computer software. Many alternative texts
are humorous and are purposely designed to avoid insulting older striving readers.

To integrate alternative texts into the reading curriculum, have students
listen to tape recordings of favorite texts while they simultaneously read print ver-
sions. Then, gradually help “wean” students from audio support to independent
reading by following these steps offered by Florida middle school teacher Minnie
Gross (personal communication, May 1, 2004):

1. First, organize materials by readability levels; then show PowerPoint dis-
plays of enticing book covers at each level.

2. Next, give short book talks to introduce a variety of books to spark stu-
dents’ curiosity.

3. After each student selects a book, offer both print and audiotaped book options.
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Because silent reading is usually faster than listening to tapes, most students are
eager to read without the tapes as soon as possible. According to Gross, students
usually “wean themselves” of audio support as soon as they feel successful and
start to enjoy reading.

Other sources of alternative texts include an annotated list of entry point
picture books (see Additional Resources, pages 35–36) and lists of high-interest
books with wide appeal at each developmental level, elementary school through
adulthood (see Additional Resources, pages 36–39).

Teach Comprehension Systematically
During childhood, the striving readers in this study chose personally fascinating
books, sometimes above their instructional levels. How can teachers help other
students to comprehend challenging books? By teaching comprehension strategies
systematically—before, during, and after reading. Comprehension strategies
should be modeled and taught with a gradual relinquishing of responsibility from
teacher to student. The goal is for students to learn, practice, and internalize the
strategy, ultimately using it independently.

First, help students to select books in what Vygotsky (1934/1978) calls the
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). This means helping to choose “just right”
books in which the student can independently read most of the words, but not
all, and independently understand most of the ideas, but not all. Then, teachers
should support comprehension throughout the reading process—before, during,
and after reading.

BEFORE-READING ACTIVITIES. Begin by teaching vocabulary and questioning
activities before reading in order to build background knowledge and enhance
comprehension. For example, to prepare students to read current newspaper ar-
ticles with optimal comprehension, a teacher could capitalize on the students’ ath-
letic interests by using articles on football, baseball, or basketball. Before reading,
introduce vocabulary, such as shut out, MVP, slam dunk, or any other term likely
to be unfamiliar. Write the new word on the board in the context of a phrase; then
have students guess, predict, and discuss the word’s meaning as it is used in the
particular context. In addition, have students work in pairs, creating their own
prereading interview questions to ask themselves or one another. The prereading
questioning activities that follow enhance comprehension by activating and build-
ing schema and background knowledge.
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• What do I already know about the topic?

• What do I predict will happen based on previewing the title, subtitles,
and pictures?

• What do I want to know and hope to learn from this article?

• How do I feel about the topic, event, people, situation, and so forth? Why?

Several books and websites assist in teaching reading by using newspapers.
Two good books with activities to foster newspaper comprehension are Reading
the Newspaper: Middle Level (Miller & Allan, 1987) for middle school and Reading
the Newspaper: Advanced Level (Miller & Allan, 1989) for high school. These books
use real news stories, editorials, and other types of newspaper articles to teach a
wide array of reading skills. Included are articles from actual newspapers on top-
ics likely to engage young people (e.g., sports stories, new immigrants, going to the
prom, safe sex, AIDS). To ensure that materials are up to date, teachers can use
the engaging activities in these books but substitute more recent news articles. (In
addition, consult Newspapers in Education websites that contain current les-
sons and activities available online through many city newspapers.)

Using newspaper articles to teach reading is a way to address controversial
topics that generate deep discussion from multiple perspectives. Students soon
discover that there is no single “right answer,” but multiple answers to many is-
sues. For example, an article titled “Sex Too Soon” (Miller & Allan, 1989) presents
dilemmas faced by many teens and could be a springboard for discussion from var-
ious perspectives. Before students read the article, facilitate comprehension by
preteaching salient vocabulary concepts (e.g., develop moral values, practice absti-
nence, practice safe sex). In addition, create stimulating before-reading questions
in order to support students’ comprehension. Questions might include the follow-
ing: Do you believe that having sex before marriage is a good idea? Why or why
not? What positive and negative consequences are possible when teens have sex?
Why? To motivate students further, have them create their own prereading discus-
sion questions in pairs, small groups, or as a class. Then, have them make predic-
tions and discuss possible outcomes. Prereading activities such as these help
students to develop the necessary background knowledge and schema that will en-
hance their comprehension when they actually read the text.

DURING-READING ACTIVITIES. During reading, students also need explicit in-
struction in comprehension strategies. One useful during-reading approach is
the Paragraph-by-Paragraph Comprehension Strategy (Pauk, 2000), which 
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entails reading and thinking about only one paragraph at a time. Tackling single
paragraphs, one by one, is extremely effective for students who typically have
difficulty understanding and remembering a whole text. To deepen their under-
standing, encourage students to make connections between information in the
paragraph and their own life experiences. The Paragraph-by-Paragraph
Comprehension Strategy works well for all kinds of content, but especially infor-
mational texts:

1. The teacher models the strategy aloud.

2. Students use the strategy in pairs, taking turns reading and summarizing
aloud, one paragraph at a time. 

3. Students use the strategy by reading silently and summarizing orally.

4. Students read silently and write short summaries (alone or in pairs).

5. Finally, students share written summaries and give one another con-
structive feedback on their writing. Some guiding questions for peer feed-
back:

5. What was the main idea or big point of the whole paragraph?

5. Did you include essential supporting details?

5. Did you exclude less important details?

Involving students in activities such as these provides them with strategies that
they eventually internalize, empowering them to comprehend increasingly chal-
lenging texts.

AFTER-READING ACTIVITIES. After reading, students benefit from enriching
follow-up activities that reinforce and build on new concepts. For instance, after
reading about a historical period, students can work in groups to re-create an
event in history by writing it up as a news article. First they might write an
attention-grabbing headline that captures the main idea; next they could draw or
paint an illustration; then they could write letters to the editor in the voices of his-
torical figures or witnesses to the event (e.g., the events of September 11, 2001; the
1963 Civil Rights march on Washington, DC). Next, each group could display its
article on a bulletin board or in a school newspaper. After-reading activities,
such as these, deepen students’ text comprehension. In addition, they make read-
ing experiences memorable and fun.
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Facilitate Fluency
The striving readers in this study developed f luency through avid, even vora-
cious reading about a topic of passionate, personal interest. The repeated vocab-
ulary and syntax of their favorite genres provided the scaffolding that supported
their increasing fluency. Teachers can facilitate fluency in other reluctant readers
with the Simplified Repeated Reading Method (Samuels, 2002), which has been
used with great success and was recently modified. Repeated reading is based on
the notion that practice makes perfect. (Table 6 shows a step-by-step approach to
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Step 1. The teacher begins by asking a motivating question such as, Who are the most highly
trained people in our society? Students frequently respond, “Athletes, musicians, dancers.”
Next, the teacher asks, How did they develop their skills? Students will likely answer,
“Practice, practice, and more practice.” Now, the teacher leads a discussion about the
important role of practice in learning any skill (i.e., swimming, biking, etc.).

A physical demonstration of the benefits of practice may follow. For example, a teacher
with ballet training might demonstrate the five basic ballet positions, performed awkwardly,
as if by a beginner. Then, to emphasize the role of practice, the teacher demonstrates the
same positions, but this time executes them gracefully as they would be performed by a
dancer with advanced ballet training. Students then discuss the role of practice in learning to
dance well. Finally, the teacher leads a discussion about the role of repeated practice in
learning to read fluently.

Step 2. The teacher reads a new passage aloud while students follow along, reading the
passage silently. By reading aloud, the teacher models accurate word recognition, appropriate
intonation, phrasing, speed, and expression—important hallmarks of fluency.

Step 3. The students read books that they are likely to enjoy, preferably in pairs. If possible, a
better reader is paired with a poorer reader. One child is “the student,” who reads the text
aloud, while the other child is the “teacher,” who listens and follows along silently.

Step 4. Finally, students switch roles, taking turns being the reader and listener. They read
the same text to each other two times each so that each text is read a total of four times. This
practice is based on research by O’Shea, Sindelar, and O’Shea (1985), who found that most
gains in reading speed, accuracy, and expression are acquired by the fourth reading. After
repeated readings, children’s oral reading will likely be smoother and sound increasingly like
talking. Formal or informal self-assessment or teacher assessment may follow.

Adapted from Samuels, S.J. (2002). Reading fluency: Its development and assessment. In A.E. Farstrup & S.J. Samuels
(Eds.), What research has to say about reading instruction (3rd ed., pp. 166–183). Newark, DE: International Reading
Association.

TABLE 6
Simplified Repeated Reading Method



using the Simplified Repeated Reading Method.) In addition, I recommend a good
book about fluency, The Fluent Reader: Oral Reading Strategies for Building Word
Recognition, Fluency, and Comprehension (Rasinski, 2003).

COMMERCIAL PROGRAMS. Some commercial programs are also useful for en-
hancing f luency (Hudson, Lane, & Pullen, 2005). Examples include Carbo
Recorded Books (grades K–12), Great Leaps Reading (grades K–12 and adults),
Jamestown Timed Readings Plus (grades 9–12), and QuickReads (grades 2–4).
Some commercial programs use computer software (e.g., Read Naturally and
Soliloquy Reading Assistant).

READERS THEATRE. Readers Theatre is another excellent, exciting way to pro-
mote fluency. This engaging approach emphasizes vivid oral reading and accurate
interpretation of lines. Readers Theatre focuses attention on text meaning, line by
line, word by word. Students do not memorize scripts; instead, they read aloud
and concentrate on voice interpretation and characterization. This approach
provides practice in oral reading and emphasizes communication of meaning
through voice intonation, expression, cadence, and speed. Readers perform with
the script in hand, while the audience listens, provides feedback, and sometimes
even improvises endings. By engaging students in short, dramatic scenes from
great literary works, Readers Theatre can inspire students to read the entire lit-
erary work later. Readers Theatre is a lively approach for enhancing fluency for
students of all ages and levels (see Additional Resources, pages 40–41).

Conclusion:
Promote Achievement Through Personal Interests

Several key experiences were common to the 66 striving readers in this study. First,
although it took them longer than their peers, they ultimately developed high-level
literacy by reading avidly about a topic of passionate, personal interest. Second,
they developed fluency through schema familiarity—familiarity with the vocabu-
lary and syntax of interesting, content-specific texts. Third, the striving readers who
began reading avidly at the earliest ages became the highest achievers. Fourth, all of
them received instruction in phonological decoding strategies. However, one third of
them never mastered phonics. Nevertheless, all of these striving readers read many
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enticing, authentic texts and mastered the ultimate goal of reading: meaning-making.
Fifth, they all needed help from observant teachers and mentors.

These results led to an interest-driven model that explains how students
who struggle can learn to read well and succeed at high levels. The Interest-Based
Model of Reading has important implications for teaching. Family members,
teachers, and everyone interested in helping children learn can use the model to
help other students learn to read. Like the striving readers in my study, most stu-
dents who struggle today can also become skilled readers.
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Choices Titles and Other Favorites

Refer to Choices Booklists at www.reading.org/resources/tools/choices.html

Grades K–2
Bano, M. (1999). When Sophie gets angry—Really, really angry. New York: Blue Sky Press.
Bedford, D. (2003). The copy crocs. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree.
Beers, V.G. (1994). It’s not fair! Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.
Bright, P. (2003). Quiet! New York: Orchard.
Carlson, N. (2003). It’s not my fault! Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda Books.
Connor, L. (2004). Miss Bridie chose a shovel. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Cronin, D. (2003). Diary of a worm. New York: HarperCollins.
Davies, N. (2003). Surprising sharks. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Desmini, L. (2003). Policeman Lou and Policewoman Sue. New York: Blue Sky Press.
Downey, L. (2003). Most loved monster. New York: Dial.
Durant, A. (2003). Dear Tooth Fairy. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Falconer, I. (2003). Olivia...and the missing toy. New York: Atheneum.
Florezak, R. (2003). Yikes! New York: Blue Sky Press.
Foreman, M. (2004). A trip to dinosaur time. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Freymann, S. (2003). Baby food. New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Freymann, S., & Elffers, J. (1999). How are you peeling? New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Gray, K. (2003). Billy’s bucket. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Greene, R.G. (2003). This is the teacher. New York: Dutton.
Hartman, B. (2003). Grumblebunny. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons.
Heidbreder, R. (2003). Drumheller dinosaur dance. Cambridge, MA: Kids Can Press.
Horn, E. (2003). Excuse me...Are you a witch? Watertown, MA: Whispering Coyote.
Katzwinkel, W., & Murray, G. (2003). Walter the farting dog: Trouble at the yard sale. New York: Dutton.
Krosoczka, J.J. (2003). Annie was warned. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.
Krosoczka, J.J. (2003). Bubble bath pirates! New York: Viking.
Kroll, V. (2003). Busy, busy mouse. New York: Viking.
Lessem, D. (2002). Tyrannosaurus Rex. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Lewin, B. (2003). Cat count. New York: Henry Holt.
Lundgren, M.B. (2003). Seven scary monsters. New York: Clarion.
Malkin, M. (2003). Pinky’s sweet tooth. New York: Dutton.
Martin, B. (2003). Panda bear, panda bear, what do you see? New York: Henry Holt.
Middleton, C. (2003). Enrico starts school. New York: Dial.
Nelson, D. (2003). Hunting sharks. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner Publications.
Numeroff, L. (2003). Beatrice doesn’t want to. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Palatini, M. (2003). The perfect pet. New York: HarperCollins.
Palatini, M. (2003). Stinky smelly feet: A love story. New York: Dutton.
Reiss, M. (2003). Late for school. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree.
Rinehart, S.C. (2004). Eliza and the dragonfly. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications.
Rubin, C.M. (2003). Eleanor, Ellatony, Ellencake, and me. Columbus, OH: Gingham Dog Press.
Salzberg, B. (2003). Crazy hair day. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Shore, D. (2003). Bus-a-saurus bop. New York: Bloomsbury Children’s Books.
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Smith, S. (2003). Goldilocks and the three martians. New York: Dutton.
Spinelli, E. (2003). Moe McTooth. New York: Clarion.
Stewart, S. (2003). The friend. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux.
Thompson, L. (2003). Little quack. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Vrombaut, A. (2003). Clarabella’s teeth. New York: Clarion.
Williams, B. (2003). Albert’s impossible toothache. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.

Grades 3–4
Arbogast, J.M. (2004). Buildings in disguise: Architecture that looks like animals, food, and other

things. Honesdale, PA: Boyds Mills Press.
Cameron, A. (1981). The stories Julian tells. New York: Pantheon.
Cameron, A. (1995). The stories Huey tells. New York: Knopf.
Cristaldi, K. (2003). Samantha the snob. New York: Random House.
Cronin, D. (2003). Duck for president. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Davies, N. (2004). Poop: A natural history of the unmentionable. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Estes, E. (2001). The hundred dresses. New York: Voyager/Harcourt.
Estes, E. (2005). Miranda the great. Orlando, FL: Harcourt.
Evans, R.P. (2001). The tower: A story of humility. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Figley, M.R. (2004). The schoolchildren’s blizzard. Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda
Flood, P.H. (2004). It’s test day, Tiger Turcotte. Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda.
Geras, A. (2003). The cats of cuckoo square: Callie’s kitten. New York: Yearling.
Jeffrey, L. (2004). Dogs: How to choose and care for a dog. Berkeley Heights, NJ: Enslow.
Lowry, L. (1988). All about Sam. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Lowry, L. (1988). Anastasia Krupnik. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-Clio.
Lowry, L. (1999). Zooman Sam. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Lowry, L. (2002). Gooney Bird Greene. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Markle, S. (2003). Great white sharks. Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda.
Markle, S. (2004). Polar bears. Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda.
Mason, S. (2002). The Quigleys. New York: D. Fickling Books.
McDonald, M. (2004). Judy Moody, M.D.: The doctor is in! Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Mead, A. (2002). Junebug in trouble. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux.
Pilkey, D. (1994). Dog breath: The horrible trouble with Hally Tosis. New York: Blue Sky Press.
Pullman, P. (1991). Spring-heeled Jack. New York: Knopf.
Shannon, D. (1998). A bad case of stripes. New York: Blue Sky Press.
Sharmat, M.W. (2004). Nate the great. New York: Dell.
Smith, C.R. (2004). Hoop kings. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Tang, G. (2001). The grapes of math. New York: Scholastic.
Teague, M. (1994). Pigsty. New York: Scholastic.

Grades 5–6
Cowell, C. (2004). How to train your dragon by Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III. New York: Little

Brown & Company.
Derby, K. (2004). The top 10 ways to ruin the first day of 5th grade. New York: Holiday House.
Estes, E. (1990). Ginger Pye. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
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Estes, E. (1990). The middle Moffat. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
Estes, E. (1990). The Moffat Museum. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
Estes, E. (1990). The Moffats. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
Estes, E. (1990). Pinky Pye. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
Estes, E. (1990). Rufus M. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
Estes, E. (1990). The witch family. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
Holzer, H. (2004). The president is shot! The assassination of Abraham Lincoln. Honesdale, PA:

Boyds Mills Press.
Janeczko, P.B. (2004). Top secret: A handbook of codes, ciphers, and secret writing. Cambridge,

MA: Candlewick.
Konigsburg, E.L. (1998). Altogether, one at a time. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Konigsburg, E.L. (1998). From the mixed-up files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler. New York: Simon

& Schuster.
Konigsburg, E.L. (1998). Jennifer, Hecate, Macbeth, William McKinley, and Me, Elizabeth. New

York: Simon & Schuster.
Konigsburg, E.L. (1998). The second Mrs. Giaconda. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Konigsburg, E.L. (1998). Throwing shadows. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Konigsburg, E.L. (1998). The view from Saturday. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Mercado, N.E. (Ed.). (2004). Tripping over the lunch lady and other school stories. New York: Dial.
Nevins, C. (2004). Karate hour. New York: Marshall Cavendish.
Norton, M. (1990). The Borrowers. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
Norton, M. (1992). The Borrowers afield. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
Norton, M. (1992). The Borrowers afloat. New York: Odyssey/Harcourt.
O’Keefe, S.H. (2004). Death by eggplant. Brookfield, CT: Roaring Brook Press.
Packer, T. (2004). Tales from Shakespeare. New York: Scholastic.
Wenzel, G. (2004). Feathered dinosaurs of China. Watertown, MA: Charlesbridge.
Wilber, J. (1996). Totally private and personal: Journaling ideas for girls and young women.

Minneapolis, MN: Free Spirit Publishing.
Williams, M. (2004). The golden hour. New York: Harry N. Abrams.
Zinneen, L. (2004). Holding at third. New York: Dutton.

Grade 7–Adult
Bowler, T. (2003). Storm catchers. New York: Margaret K. McElderry Books.
Bradley, K.B. (2003). For freedom: The story of a French spy. New York: Delacorte.
Byng, G. (2003). Molly Moon’s incredible book of hypnotism. New York: HarperCollins.
Curley, M. (2003). The dark. New York: Bloomsbury.
Donnelly, J. (2003). A northern light. New York: Harcourt.
Draper, S.M. (2003). The Battle of Jericho. New York: Atheneum.
Flake, S.G. (2003). Begging for change. New York: Hyperion.
Graham, R. (2003). My not-so-terrible time at the Hippie Hotel. New York: Viking.
Hautman, P. (2003). Sweetblood. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Holm, J.L. (2003). The creek. New York: HarperTrophy.
Johnson, A. (2003). The first part last. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Mackler, C. (2003). The Earth, my butt, and other big round things. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.A
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Naylor, P.R. (2003). Patiently Alice. New York: Atheneum.
Paolini, C. (2003). Eragon. New York: Knopf.
Pattou, E. (2003). East. New York: Harcourt.
Paulsen, G. (2003). The Glass Café. New York: Wendy Lamb Books.
Peck, R. (2003). The river between us. New York: Dial.
Prose, F. (2003). After. New York: HarperTempest.
Rees, C. (2003). Pirates! New York: Bloomsbury.
Rees, D. (2003). Vampire High. New York: Delacorte.
Rottman, S.L. (2003). Shadow of a doubt. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree.
Schreiber, E. (2003). Vampire kisses. New York: HarperCollins.
Shusterman, N. (2003). Full tilt. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Soto, G. (2003). The afterlife. New York: Harcourt.
Spinelli, J. (2003). Milkweed. New York: Knopf.
Springer, N. (2003). Blood trail. New York: Holiday House.
Steer, D.A. (Ed.). (2003). Dr. Ernest Drake’s Dragonology: The complete book of dragons.

Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Tashjian, J. (2003). Fault line. New York: Henry Holt.
Theodore, W. (2003). Wayne: An abused child’s story of courage, survival, and hope. Gig Harbor,

WA: Harbor Press.
Trueman, T. (2003). Inside out. New York: HarperTempest.

Magazines and Newspapers for Children, Teens, and Adults

Arts
ASK (grades 1–4) teaches about the arts in its many forms. Each issue has a different theme.
Dance Magazine (grades 9–12) reviews the latest dance news and performances. The exquisite

action photographs are engaging and the text is accessible to high school and adult readers
interested in dance.

Dramatics: The Magazine for Students and Teachers of Theatre (grades 9–12) contains a wide va-
riety of drama activities, including warm-ups, storytelling, plays, and Readers Theatre.

Ladybug (pre-K–grade 1) includes poems, rhymes, and songs helpful for developing phonemic
awareness, as well as knowledge about the world.

Spider (grades 1–4) has stories, poems, and activities for elementary-age children who have be-
gun to read independently.

Fiction
Cricket (grades 4–9) includes stories, puzzles, and contests that get children excited and involved

in reading and writing.
Highlights for Children (grades 3–6) has stories and entertaining activities for elementary-age

children who have begun to read independently.
Literary Cavalcade (grade 9–adult) includes high-interest fiction and nonfiction literature for

high school students. Among its regular features is the World of Words, which focuses on
building a powerful vocabulary through a variety of vocabulary activities.
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Multicultural Studies
Faces: People, Places, Cultures (grades 4–9) is a world culture magazine that teaches about the

people and customs of different cultures around the world.
Skipping Stones (grade 2–adult) is a nonprofit magazine that focuses on multicultural themes

that focus on the arts, writing, and nature.

Social Studies
Appleseeds (grades 3–6) contains social studies information based on themes that vary with each

issue.
Calliope (grades 4–9) teaches history, background knowledge, and vocabulary in fun-filled ways.

Each issue is theme-based and focuses on a different historical period.
Kids Discover (grades 1–9) teaches geography and history. Each issue has a different theme.
LibrarySparks (grades 3–9) includes history and social studies information in a colorful, lively

format. It focuses on timely observances and celebrations (i.e., Women’s History Month,
the Wright Brothers, etc.).

National Geographic Explorer, Pioneer Edition (grades 2–3) uses exquisite illustrations and basic
text to excite readers about worldwide diversity of peoples, places, and cultures.

National Geographic for Kids (grades 3–6) is famous for its gorgeous illustrations from around
the world.

National Geographic (grade 7–adult) contains bright, vibrant photographs from around the world.
Scholastic News (grades 1–10) includes articles and current news stories written in lively prose.
TIME for Kids: Big Picture (K–1), TIME for Kids: News Scoop (grades 2–3), and TIME for Kids:

World Reports (grades 4–6) include current news, sports, and entertainment stories. Games
are also featured.

USA Today (grade 9–adult) presents daily news stories in a mature yet accessible format.
Weekly Reader (pre-K–grade 8) covers news stories.

Sports
Sports Illustrated for Kids (grades 3–10) reports the latest sports news in a format likely to engage

children. The action-packed photographs are especially appealing.

Science and Nature
ASK (grades 1–4) contains scientific information presented thematically; each issue focuses

on a different theme.
ChicaDEE (K–grade 4) contains articles with hands-on activities that will engage young chil-

dren interested in science.
Click (pre-K–grade 2) is excellent for very young children curious about science.
Discover Magazine (grade 9–adult) reviews the latest scientific discoveries in a vibrant, appeal-

ing format that is enhanced by colorful pictures.
Kids Discover (grades 1–9) offers science information in a thematic presentation. Each issue has

a different theme.
Muse (grades 4–9) contains articles with information on a wide variety of subjects, including

space, genetics, lasers, computers, rain forests, physics, math, and visual arts.A
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OWL (grades 4–8) contains scientific information likely to fascinate students of all ages, but
especially middle schoolers intrigued by science.

Ranger Rick (grades 2–8) focuses on animals in their natural habitats. It contains nature sto-
ries and information supplemented by colorful photographs likely to entice reluctant read-
ers who are animal lovers.

Your Big Backyard (pre-K–grade 2) focuses on information about nature and includes animal stories.
Zoobooks (pre-K–grade 6) has information and attractive photographs about animals that will

appeal to preschool and elementary-age children.

Alternative Texts: Picture Books for Young and Old

Adapted from Ivey, G. (2004, May). Meeting the needs of struggling readers. Paper
presented at the annual convention of the International Reading Association, Reno, NV.

Billout, G. (2002). Something’s not quite right. Boston, MA: David R. Godine. This picture book
for grade 3–adult contains short captions that accompany the picture puzzles to be solved on
each page. The book uses clever wordplay and unusual pairings of climate, subject, and
place, and each page shows a painting with impossible juxtapositions. For example, the
cover shows an ocean liner traveling right over a huge gorge. Another painting reveals a tank
driving through a field of flowers without running over the flowers. The book is funny and
is useful for teaching how to attend to details and solve logical puzzles. It is ideal for use as
a story starter in which students write their own stories about their favorite pictures.

Branzai, S. (1997). Grossology begins at home: The science of really gross things in your everyday life.
New York: Penguin. This book includes sections on “Toilet,” “Ten Reasons Why You
Shouldn’t Kiss Anyone Except the Dog,” “How to Talk to Your Dog,” and “How to Talk to
Your Cat.” It contains easy, fun-to-do classroom experiments that teach science in a hilari-
ous manner likely to delight even the most reluctant reader of any age, grades 3–12.

Cronin, D. (2004). Diary of a worm. New York: HarperCollins. This humorous book was se-
lected as a Children’s Choices book and covers hilarious “crises” such as a worm who eats his
homework and other easy-to-relate-to themes. The book takes a lighthearted view of difficult
situations and universal themes likely to appeal to children in grades 3–10.

Davies, N. (2003). Surprising sharks. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick. This informational book was
a 2004 Children’s Choices selection. It introduces various species of sharks, points out
their distinguishing characteristics (such as the small size of the dwarf lantern shark), and
addresses both the physical and behavioral traits that enable sharks to kill. Designed for
early elementary children (grades 1–4), it may also appeal to older students who are interest-
ed in learning about sharks.

Dussling, J. (1998). Slinky scaly snakes. New York: DK Publications. This book is filled with
wonderful pictures and lots of information about snakes and how they live. It includes de-
tails about the physical characteristics that make snakes unique and fascinating informa-
tion about their daily habits. It is an easy-to-read book originally designed for grades 1–3;
however, older students interested in snakes will likely find the text accessible and the infor-
mation intriguing.
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Giblin, J. (1994). Thomas Jefferson: A picture book biography. New York: Scholastic. This biogra-
phy presents information about the life of the third U.S. president, Thomas Jefferson,
through the use of vivid pictures. Although it was written primarily for children in grades
1–6, older readers are likely to discover that the attractive illustrations convey important
information about Jefferson’s life.

Jackson, D. (2000). The wildlife detectives. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. This book describes how
scientists at the National Fish and Wildlife Forensics Laboratory in Ashland, Oregon, analyze
clues that enable them to catch and convict people responsible for crimes against animals.
The book has a sixth-grade readability level yet is likely to appeal to older students in grade
7–adult who love animals and are interested in learning how scientists solve mysteries.

Maynard, C. (2000). Sharks: Natural born killers? The facts behind the fiction. London: Walker Books.
This book is filled with numerous shark facts and photos and is part of an engaging “Informania
Series” of high interest informational books with wide appeal.  Written especially for children
in grades 3–7, it is an excellent informational book for older students as well.

McDonald, M. (1990). Is this a house for a hermit crab? New York: Orchard Books. This informative
book contains appealing, realistic pastel illustrations that make the text come alive. The book
uses a narrative format with periodic repetition to teach about the habits of hermit crabs and
the complex concept of symbiotic relationships. Written for children in preschool through grade
2, it is easily accessible and can be used with older striving readers who are interested in nature.

Pilkey, D. (1994). Dog breath: The horrible trouble with Hally Tosis. New York: Blue Sky Press.
This amusing book is about Hally, the Tosis family dog, whose breath smells so bad that
Mr. and Mrs. Tosis plan to give her away. Fortunately, they change their minds when Hally
proves to be an invaluable watchdog. This humorous picture book is for grades 1–5 but will
likely entice reluctant readers of all ages. Parents, friends, and teachers will laugh through
this hilarious story as well.

Williams, Mo. (2003). Don’t let the pigeon drive the bus. New York: Hyperion Books for Children.
This is a 2004 Caldecott Honor Book written for children from preschool–grade 1. However,
due to its silly humor, the appeal of this book can extend to grades 2–6. The book can be used
for lessons on the art of persuasion, especially persuasive writing.

High-Interest Books

Elementary School
Bridwell, N. (2003). Clifford the big red dog. Alexandria, VA: Scholastic.
Bryant, A. (2004). Berry yummy cookbook. New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Bryant, A. (2003). Jack’s party. Minneapolis, Minnesota: Picture Window Books.
Burton, V.L. (2002). Katy and the big snow. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Cleary, B. (2001). Henry and Beezus. New York: Avon Books.
Cole, J. (1995). The magic schoolbus. New York: Scholastic.
Cole, J. (2004). Lost in the snow. New York: Scholastic.
Coman, C. (2004). The big house. Asheville, NC: Front Street.
Cooney, B. (1985). Miss Rumphius. New York: Puffin.
Dahl, R. (1994). Matilda. New York: A.A. Knopf/Random House.A
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Dahl, R. (1998). Danny the champion of the world. New York: Puffin.
D’Aulaire, I., & E.P. (1998). Pocahontas. Sandwich, MA: Beautiful Feet Books.
D’Aulaire, I., & E.P. (2005). Norse gods and giants. New York: New York Review Books.
Eastman, P.D. (1998). Are you my mother? New York: Random House.
Gannett, R.S. (1998). Three tales of my father’s dragon. New York: Random House.
Giff, P. (1984). The beast in Ms. Rooney’s room. New York: Dell.
Giff, P. (1986). Snuggle doodles: The kids of the Polk Street School. New York: Delacorte.
Giff, P. (1989). In the dinosaur’s paw. New York: Delacorte.
Giff, P. (1998). Friends and amigos. Milwaukee, WI: Gareth Stevens Publishers.
Gwynne, F. (1989). The king who rained. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Hamilton, V. (1988). Anthony Burns: The defeat and triumph of a fugitive slave. New York: Knopf.
Hamilton, V. (1988). In the beginning: Creation stories from around the world. San Diego, CA:

Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich. 
Hamilton, V. (1995). Her stories: African American folktales, fairy tales, and true tales. New York:

Blue Sky Press.
Lindgren, A. (1999). Pippi’s extraordinary day. New York: Viking.
Lindgren, A. (2001). Pippi Longstocking in the park. New York: Viking.
Lindgren, A. (2003). Mio, my son. Keller, TX: Purple House Press.
Lobel, A. (1970). Frog and Toad are friends. New York: Harper & Row.
Lobel, A. (1997). Arnold Lobel Book of Mother Goose.  New York: Knopf.
Parish, P. (1999). Amelia Bedelia. New York: HarperFestival.
Provenson, A., & Provensen, M. (2001). Our animal friends at Maple Hill Farm. New York:

Aladdin Paperbacks.
Rey, H. (1994). Curious George. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Sendak, M. (2003). Where the wild things are. New York: Harper Collins.
Seuss, Dr. (1958). The cat in the hat comes back! New York: Beginner Books.
Seuss, Dr. (1993). Green eggs and ham. New York: G. Schirmer.
Seuss, Dr. (2003). The cat in the hat.  New York: Golden Books.
Sharmat, M. (2004). Nate the great. New York: Dell.
Silverstein, S. (1981). A light in the attic. New York: Harper & Row.
Steig, W. (1984). The rotten bad island. Boston: David R. Godine.
Steig, W. (1986). Brave Irene. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux.
Steig, W. (1995). Sylvester & the magic pebble. New York: Little Simon.
Steig, W. (1997). Dr. DeSoto. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux.
Steptoe, J. (1984). The story of jumping mouse: A Native American legend. New York: Lothrop, Lee,

& Shepard Books.
Whelan, G. (1992). Goodbye, Vietnam. New York: HarperCollins.
Whelan, G. (2004). Chu Ju’s house. New York: HarperCollins.
Whelan, G. (2005). Listening for lions. New York: HarperCollins.

Middle School–Adult
Babbitt, N. (1999). Tuck everlasting. Austin, TX: Holt, Rhinehart, & Winston.
Bartoletti, S. (1999). No man’s land: A young soldier’s story. New York: Blue Sky Press.
Blume, J. (2003). Superfudge. New York: Puffin.
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Blume, J. (2004). Freckle juice. New York: Dell Yearling.
Blume, J. (2004). Are you there, God? It’s me, Margaret. New York: Dell Yearling.
Bowen, G. (1994). Stranded at Plymoth Plantation 1626. New York: HarperCollins.
Byars, B. (1988). The pinballs. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-Clio.
Carter, F. (1991). The education of little tree.  Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico.
Coman, C. (1993). Tell me everything. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux.
Cook, K. (1997). What girls learn. New York: Pantheon.
Cooney, C. (1990). The face on the milk carton. New York: Bantam.
Cooney, C. (1992). Flight #116 is down.  New York: Scholastic.
Cooney, C. (1993). Whatever happened to Janie? New York: Delacorte.
Cooney, C. (1994). Driver’s ed. New York: Delacorte.
Cooney, C. (1995). Night school. New York: Scholastic.
Cooney, C. (1996). The voice on the radio. New York: Delacorte.
Cooney, C. (1997). The Terrorist. New York: Scholastic.
Cooney, C. (2000). What Janie found. New York: Delacorte.
Cooney, C. (2005). Hit the road. New York: Delacorte.
Curtis, C. (1995). The Watsons go to Birmingham—1963. New York: Delacorte.
Davis, T. (2003). If rock & roll were a machine. Spokane, WA: Eastern Washington University.
Dickens, C. (1992). David Copperfield. New York: Chelsea House.
Dickens, C. (2005). Great expectations. Philadelphia: Chelsea House.
Ellis, D. (2001). The breadwinner. Berkeley, CA: Publisher’s Group West.
Fleischman, S. (2003). The whipping boy. New York: HarperTrophy.
Fleming, A.M. (2004). Frederick Douglass: From slave to statesman. New York: PowerKids Press.
Giff, P. (2004). A house of tailors. New York: Wendy Lamb Books.
Giff, P. (1982). The gift of the pirate queen. New York: Delacorte.
Giff, P. (1998). Lily’s crossing. New York: Random House.
Giff, P. (2000). Nory Ryan’s song. New York: Delacorte.
Giff, P. (2002). Pictures of Hollis Woods. New York: Wendy Lamb Books.
Grahame, K. (1989). The wind in the willows. New York: Aladdin.
Gutman, D. (1993). Baseball’s biggest bloopers: A baseball card adventure. New York: Puffin.
Gutman, D. (2000). Babe and me. New York: Avon.
Haley, A. (1987). Roots: The saga of an American family. New York: Ballantine.
Hamilton, N., Brunelle, J.K., Scully, B., & Sherman, R. (2000). Atlas of the baby boom genera-

tion: A cultural history of postwar America. New York: Macmillan.
Hershey, M. (2005). My big sister is so bossy. New York: Wendy Lamb Books.
Kennedy, J.F. (2000). Profiles in courage. New York: Harper Perrenial.
Kidd, S.M. (2002). The secret life of bees. New York: Viking Penguin.
L’Engle, M. (1962). A wrinkle in time. New York: Bantam Doubleday Dell.
Lowry, L. (1989). Number the stars. New York: Bantam Doubleday Dell.
Myers, W.D. (1981). Hoops: A novel. New York: Delacorte.
Myers, W.D. (2004). Monster. New York: HarperTempest/Amistad.
Naidoo, B. (2001). The other side of truth. New York: HarperCollins. 
Paulsen, G. (1994). The car. San Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace.
Paulsen, G. (1999). Hatchet. New York: Aladdin. A
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Paulsen, G. (2003). Shelf life: Stories by the book. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Paulsen, G. (2004). Molly McGinty has a really good day. New York: Wendy Lamb Books.
Quindlen, A. (1993). Thinking out loud: On the personal, the political, the public, and the private.

New York: Fawcett Columbine.
Rowling, J.K. (1998). Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Rowling, J.K. (1999). Harry Potter and the prisoner of Azkaban. New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Rowling, J.K. (2001). Quidditch through the ages. New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Rowling, J.K. (2003). Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix. New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Rowling, J.K. (2005). Harry Potter and the half-blood prince. New York: Arthur A. Levine.
Ryan, P.M. (2001). Esperanza rising. Austin, TX: Holt, Rinehart & Winston.
Sebold, A.  (1999). Lucky. New York: Scribner.
Sebold, A. (2002). The lovely bones: A novel. Boston: Little Brown.
Soto, G. (1999). Buried onions. New York: HarperCollins.
Warner, G.C. (1991). The boxcar children cookbook. Morton Grove, IL: Albert Whitman & Co.
Warner, G.C. (1992). The boxcar children: The amusement park mystery. Morton Grove, IL:

Albert Whitman & Co.
Warner, G.C. (1999). The boxcar children: The basketball mystery. Morton Grove, IL: Albert

Whitman & Co.
Warner, G.C. (2002). The boxcar children: The mystery of the mummy’s curse. Morton Grove, IL:

Albert Whitman & Co.
Warner, G.C. (2003). The boxcar children: The black widow spider mystery. Morton Grove, IL:

Albert Whitman & Co.
Warner, G.C. (2004). The boxcar children mysteries: The clue in the corn maze. Morton Grove,

IL: Albert Whitman & Co.
Warner, G.C. (2005). The boxcar children mysteries: The ghost of the chattering bones. Morton

Grove, IL: Albert Whitman & Co.
Wharton, E. (2005). Ethan Frome. West Berlin, NJ: Townsend Press.
White, E.B. (2006). Charlotte’s web. New York: HarperCollins.
Winkler, H., & Oliver, L. (2003). Hank Zipper, the world’s greatest underachiever: I got a “D” in

salami. New York: Grosset & Dunlap
Winkler, H., & Oliver, L. (2003). Hank Zipper, the world’s greatest underachiever: Niagara Falls, or

does it? New York: Grosset & Dunlap
Winkler, H., & Oliver, L. (2004). Hank Zipper, the world’s greatest underachiever: Help! Somebody

get me out of fourth grade! New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Winkler, H., & Oliver, L. (2004). Hank Zipper, the world’s greatest underachiever: Holy enchilada.

New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Winkler, H., & Oliver, L. (2004). Hank Zipper, the world’s greatest underachiever: The night I

f lunked my field trip. New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Winkler, H., & Oliver, L. (2005). Hank Zipper, the world’s greatest underachiever: Summer school!

What genius thought that up? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Woodson, J. (2003). Hush. New York: Speak.
Wright, B.R. (1983). The dollhouse murders. New York: Holiday House.
Zusak, M. (2000). Fighting Reuben Wolfe. Norwood, South Australia: Omnibus Books.
Zusak, M. (2006). Book thief. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.
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Readers Theatre Resources, K–Adult

Early Grades
Marx, P. (1997). Take a quick bow: 26 short plays for classroom fun. Glenview, IL: Good Year

Books. This book is excellent for grades 2–4. It contains plays that support the curriculum
for young children on a wide array of topics, including seasons, holidays, international
folklore, U.S. history, the environment, equality and brotherhood, the arts, and science. In
addition to emphasizing oral reading fluency, the book includes warm-up and follow-up ac-
tivities to develop speaking, listening, researching, and writing skills.

Talbot, A.R. (1994). The Lost Cat and other primary plays for oral reading. Billerica, MA:
Curriculum Associates. This collection of short plays (10–15 minutes each) is appropriate
for young children in grades 1–4. The short plays deal with topics of interest to young chil-
dren: cats, dogs, ghosts, robots, parties, etc. The book includes a teacher guide with ideas
for writing and art activities that relate to the plays. The large print will appeal to young chil-
dren learning to read, and the print format is easily reproducible so that each child has his or
her own copy of the script.

Wolfman, J. (2004). How and why stories for Readers Theatre. Englewood, CO: Teacher Ideas
Press. This book contains 40 Readers Theatre scripts based on motivating questions, such as
How did the bee get his bumble? How do birds get their feathers? and Why is the bluebird
blue? These scripts will appeal to children in grades 1–5 with various interests.

Intermediate Grades
Fredericks, A. (2001). Silly salamanders and other slightly stupid stuff for Readers Theatre.

Englewood, CO: Teacher Ideas Press. This book has over two dozen reproducible scripts
for grades 3–8. It includes humorous and unexpected twists to old fairy tales and legends.
The activities focus on developing skills in listening, reading, speaking, and writing.

Jenkins, D.R. (2004). Just deal with it! Funny Readers Theatre for life’s not-so-funny moments.
Englewood, CO: Teacher Ideas Press. This is a book of humorous scripts for children in grades
4–8. It contains lots of funny episodes with creative solutions to life’s everyday problems.

Laughlin, M.K., Black, P.T., & Loberg, M.K. (1991). Social studies Readers Theatre for children:
Scripts and script development. Englewood, CO: Teacher Ideas Press. This rich resource is
appropriate for children in grades 2–7. It focuses on American history and folklore and in-
cludes complete scripts of many American folk heroes. Scripts are arranged chronologically
to fit with the history and social studies curriculum. One excellent feature is the inclusion of
partial scripts; students do historical research and read historical novels in preparation for
writing the completion of the started script. In addition, the book has directions for devel-
oping a Readers Theatre program that features eight novels from the Little House on the
Prairie series by Laura Ingalls Wilder. Also included is an annotated bibliography of good
historical fiction for children.

Laughlin, M.K., & Latrobe, K.H. (1989). Reader’s Theatre for children: Scripts and script develop-
ment. Englewood, CO: Teacher Ideas Press. This excellent collection of both completed and
suggested scripts (to be completed by students) includes selections from literature that will
appeal to children in grades 3–8. Completed scripts include Treasure Island, The WonderfulA
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Wizard of Oz, A Christmas Carol, Heidi, and The Secret Garden. Scripts to be completed by stu-
dents include After the Goat Man; The Get-Away Car; Thank-You, Jackie Robinson; How to
Eat Fried Worms; Mail-Order Kid; and Charlotte’s Web. A useful annotated bibliography is
also included.

Worthy, J. (2004). Readers Theater for building f luency: Strategies and scripts for making the most
of this highly effective, motivating, and research-based approach to oral reading. New York:
Scholastic. This book is appropriate for children in grades 3–6; in addition to providing prac-
tice in oral reading with engaging activities, it also has lessons for boosting comprehension,
vocabulary, and writing skills.

Middle School–Adult
Blank, C., & Roberts, J. (1996). Live on stage: Teacher resource book, performing arts for middle

school. New York: Dale Seymour Publications. This is an outstanding book for middle school
students in grades 6–8 (or older). The book includes a wide array of creative improvisation-
al activities that support literacy learning in highly engaging ways. It integrates games, activ-
ities, and dances and has lots of practical ideas for using Readers Theatre and other oral
reading lessons. The book contains extension activities such as keeping a theater journal and
researching performance genres from 15th-century comedy to modern film, dance, and
theater. Included in this book are ways to use musical forms, dance and body movement, art,
costumes, surveys, lists, writing ideas, etc. 

Feyder, L., (Ed.). (1992). Shattering the myth: Plays by Hispanic women. Houston, TX: Arte Publico
Press. This collection of contemporary plays questions established myths and is appropriate
for students in grade 9–adult. The plays lend themselves to Readers Theatre and other dramat-
ic venues, as well as to critical reading analyses. Included are complete scripts of prize-winning
contemporary plays that can be performed. Plays include Shadow of a Man, about a 12-year-old
Mexican girl who lives in Los Angeles and has secrets she can no longer tell her priest; Simply
Maria or the American Dream, about a young girl who struggles when she fails to convince her
family that she should attend college; Miriam’s Flowers, about a 16-year-old Puerto Rican girl
and her 7-year-old brother who live in the South Bronx; and A Dream of Canaries, about a
militaristic society and political “disappearances.”

Latrobe, K.H., & Laughlin, M.K. (1997). Readers Theatre for young adults: Script and script de-
velopment. Englewood, CO: Teacher Ideas Press. This is a rich resource for teachers of late
middle school and high school students, grade 7–adult. The book teaches concepts of theme,
character, and drama and includes 12 reproducible scripts from classic literature. In addi-
tion, scenes from over 30 contemporary young adult novels have been adapted for Readers
Theatre activities (for example, The Pigman, Tex, The Other Side of Dark, Summer of My
German Soldier, Wilderness Peril, My Life in Seventh Grade, Prairie Songs, and Z is for
Zachariah). Writing activities and an annotated bibliography in this book are helpful for
developing background information and follow-up activities.
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Bilingual Readers:
Marvelous Mentors
and Cultural Pride

How do bilingual students surmount their difficulties learning to read
and write in a new language? We know that the road to second-
language reading varies from child to child (Cummins, 1994).
Individual differences vary according to each child’s unique learning

style and culture of origin (Li & Zhang, 2004). Many bilingual students struggle
with reading, yet some who struggle ultimately succeed. How do they do it? What
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factors account for their success? Clues to this puzzle are revealed through the
experiences of two highly successful Latino Americans: Baruj Benacerraf, a Nobel
Prize–winning immunologist, and Cruz Sanabria, an early childhood educator.

A Family That Mentored: 
Baruj Benacerraf’s Story

Baruj Benacerraf was born into an affluent Jewish family in Caracas, Venezuela,
so his first language was Spanish. Although he struggled with severe reading prob-
lems, he eventually learned to read and write in four languages: Spanish, French,
Hebrew, and English, in that order. At the age of 5, he moved with his family to
Paris and at 20, to New York City. Benacerraf struggled with reading from an
early age, yet became a sophisticated reader, eventually becoming chair of the
Department of Immunology and Pathology at Harvard Medical School. He discov-
ered how to prevent organ transplant rejection—a discovery that has saved many
lives and won him the Nobel Prize. How did he achieve such phenomenal suc-
cess despite his reading difficulties? This question intrigued me.

My first interview with Benacerraf took place on a warm July day at his
oceanside summer home in Cape Cod, Massachusetts. We sat outside on lawn
chairs on a terrace overlooking the glistening waters of Vineyard Sound. As we
spoke, Benacerraf’s 10-year-old grandson occasionally ran over to ask his grand-
father a question. Benacerraf spoke with enthusiastic pride in his voice, not only
about his own accomplishments but also about those of his daughter, whose re-
search with ultrasound technology enables doctors to diagnose fetal abnormalities
early in pregnancy. Like Benacerraf, his daughter and grandson also struggled
with severe reading problems.

I wondered what had enabled Benacerraf to surmount his reading difficul-
ties. What I discovered was that, at each stage of development, he had marvelous
mentors—at home, at school, and at work. At home, he had relatives who worked
with him tirelessly and instilled in him a true affinity for reading.

I loved reading. Always! I read a lot! Reading sufficiently is one of my
greatest pleasures.

Benacerraf’s family mentors intuitively realized the benefits of a balanced ap-
proach to reading. They exposed him to the delights of compelling “real-life”
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books and simultaneously worked with him on sound–symbol relationships and
phonological decoding skills. Luckily for Benacerraf, his cousin Suzanne lived
with the family and tutored him daily. She taught him that letters and their com-
binations stand for certain sounds and, at the same time, she provided him with
lots of good books. Suzanne began tutoring Benacerraf when he was 5 years old
and continued with daily tutoring sessions until he was 12. Eventually, after years
of continuous tutoring, reading finally clicked for him. And from then on he con-
tinued to improve.

From about 11 or 12, I surmounted my reading problem. And from 12
to 20, I got better and better at reading.

Cultural Pride and Reading With Pleasure
Pride and pleasure were repeating themes in Benacerraf’s life. He took pride in his
multiple languages and cultures and took pleasure in his reading. His pleasure in
learning to read fits with the themes of pleasure, fascination, and flow that inform
the Interest-Based Model of Reading.

During his interviews, Benacerraf frequently alluded to pleasure and pride
in his complex, multifaceted heritage: pride in person, family, extended family,
and culture. His cultural pride was nurtured in a highly literate family that valued
cultural history, the arts, sciences, and languages.

I have had the good fortune to be inf luenced by several distinct cultures
and societies.... I am indebted to my French upbringing and education
for my analytical skills.... My Jewish ancestry, and anti-Semitism and
the necessity to f lee Hitler when I was young, have fostered in me the
feeling that I belong to a vulnerable group.... I felt immediately at home
in the United States, a country of immigrants who have never forgotten
their origins....

With pride in his heritage, Benacerraf viewed his multiple cultures and lan-
guages as rich assets. Spurred on to capitalize on these assets by the high expec-
tations of his family, he recollected that his mother was very demanding. She had
high hopes for her son even though he struggled with reading. So she did every-
thing possible to make reading enticing. I noticed a twinkle in his eyes and a
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playfulness in his voice as he recalled, “They bought me chocolate letters as an
incentive to read!”

Family members also enticed Benacerraf to read by providing a wide vari-
ety of books in his favorite genre: biography. He was particularly interested in
the lives of scientists and artists, so his mother and cousin Suzanne bought him
lots of biographies.

I read about the lives of famous scientists. Famous scientists and
artists, too. I had a special dictionary with pictures, and it told about
the lives of famous people. Here, this was one of my favorites [handing
me the book].

Benacerraf’s family mentors knew how to encourage him in reading. And, in
addition to his family, he also had wonderful mentors at school and at work—
people who took a special interest in helping him develop as a reader, writer, and
scientist. A pivotal mentor was Rene Dubois, Benacerraf’s examiner in science
at the Lycee Français in Paris. Dubois continued to be an important mentor as
Benacerraf’s career evolved and both men emigrated to the United States.
Benacerraf spoke with gratitude and admiration about this memorable mentor,
who was a well-known scientist in his own right. Eventually the two men be-
came not only colleagues but also lifelong friends.

Teachers Who Mentored:
Cruz Sanabria’s Story

After interviewing Baruj Benacerraf, I interviewed Cruz Sanabria, another Latino
American who, like Benacerraf, struggled with severe reading problems but be-
came an educator. Unlike Benacerraf, however, Sanabria was born in Spanish
Harlem in New York City, the son of poor Puerto Rican immigrants. One of sev-
en children, he was raised by a single mother who was a high school dropout.
Although his mother worked hard and wanted the best for her son, transmitting
a sense of cultural pride was a challenge due to her difficult financial circum-
stances. As a boy, Sanabria helped support the family with odd jobs that includ-
ed a newspaper route. He became interested in reading newspaper comics and
drawing his own cartoons.
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Unlike Benacerraf, Sanabria did not have much family support. His mother
loved him, but putting food on the table for seven growing children was a constant
struggle for a poor single mother. Consequently, she was unable to encourage her
son in his education, let alone help him with his reading problems or teach him
about his culture. However, Sanabria got support at school from Mr. Tilman, his
junior high school teacher. He remembered him vividly.

Mr. Tilman is a teacher I’ll never forget. Mr. Tilman used the newspaper,
which I was interested in from my paper route. And he got me psyched
about reading by using comics and art, which fascinated me.

Despite his teacher’s best efforts at mentoring, Sanabria continued to struggle
with reading and, after years of failure, dropped out of high school and joined the
military. He was sent to fight in the Vietnam War and eventually returned home
badly wounded—a disabled veteran. While Sanabria was recuperating from his in-
juries in a veterans’ hospital, the hospital staff encouraged him to take high school
equivalency courses. But Sanabria doubted his own ability to succeed. He lacked
Benacerraf’s pride in his culture and doubted his own academic ability. So at first
he was reluctant to try taking courses for fear of failure. However, his mentors at
the hospital gave him lots of encouragement, and gradually he gained courage and re-
sumed his education, eventually earning a high school equivalency diploma (GED).

Afterward, he attended the University of Massachusetts in Boston, where he
was fortunate to have wonderful professors who were truly marvelous mentors to
Sanabria, encouraging him a great deal and helping him to complete college de-
spite his ongoing financial and academic struggles. Later on, buttressed by
Professor Susan Dubler’s support, Sanabria continued his education even further.
He attended graduate school at Lesley University in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
and became an early childhood educator.

Mentors Who Mattered
Both Baruj Benacerraf and Cruz Sanabria had mentors who mattered. Despite dif-
ferences based on class and family background, both of these striving readers
had marvelous mentors who made a difference. In Sanabria’s case, he could not
rely on his family for help; instead, teachers and hospital mentors mattered most.
In contrast, Bencerraf had the benefits of an educated, affluent family and had
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lifelong mentors at home, at school, and at work. For both men, however, mentors
played vitally important roles in helping them to become skilled readers and suc-
cessful professionals, a finding that fits with the Interest-Based Model of Reading.
Mentoring support is a key component of the model.

What Teachers and Families Can Do
The case studies of Baruj Benacerraf and Cruz Sanabria suggest useful approach-
es for teaching reading to all students, and especially bilingual learners. Teachers,
family members, reading specialists, and tutors can all play key roles in promoting
bilingual students’ ultimate success by taking the following steps:

1. Develop cultural knowledge and pride.

2. Find inspiring biographies.

3. Use informational texts.

4. Use the arts.

5. Become a marvelous mentor.

Develop Cultural Knowledge and Pride
Baruj Benacerraf had enormous pride in each of his languages and cultures. In
contrast, many bilingual students experience a loss of cultural identity, painful
cultural conflicts, and marginalization (Robinson & Howard-Hamilton, 2000).
These problems can be ameliorated by acknowledging students’ cultural back-
grounds and encouraging them to develop curiosity, pride, and knowledge of their
heritage. We can start by using informative texts that celebrate students’ cultural
backgrounds and promote respect. Two main goals are of paramount impor-
tance: to develop knowledge and pride in students’ primary languages and cul-
tures and, simultaneously, to teach them American English and culture.

FOLK TALES AND FOLK LITERATURE. Folk tales are a great place to begin
cultural exploration. Folk tales provide universal themes, narrative power, and
deep sociocultural underpinnings. To engage Latino students, parents and teach-
ers can use Latin American folk tale collections such as Jade and Iron: Latin
American Tales From Two Cultures (Aldana, 1996). This collection uses the vivid
language and authentic imagery unique to each of the diverse Latino cultures
represented. It could be used for small-group or whole-class discussions and activ-
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ities that explore complex cultural concepts. For example, the Mexican tale “The
Enchantress of Cordoba” could be used to explore concepts such as colonialism,
imperialism, racism, and sexism. In introducing “The Enchantress,” the teacher
could present new vocabulary words and discuss their underlying concepts before
students read the story; by preteaching vocabulary in this way, the teacher pro-
motes optimal reading comprehension of this complex tale.

“The Black Ship,” another story in Jade and Iron, is a suspenseful
Nicaraguan tale about a ship that reaches an unexplored island. The crew dis-
covers families suffering from food poisoning and, consequently, wrestles with a
moral dilemma: Should they delay their journey and sacrifice their wages to help
the sick, starving families, or should they protect their jobs and continue on,
leaving the stranded families to die? There is a lot to consider and discuss in this
short, well-told tale.

Also included in Jade and Iron are captivating Venezuelan folk tales, such as
“Blanca and the Wild Man,” about the disappearance of a 15-year-old girl. The un-
resolved question in this story is, Did Blanca run away from home, or was she ab-
ducted? A class discussion of students’ answers and their reasons can help develop
inferential reading skills and generate awareness of gender issues that transcend
cultures. Thoughtful guidance in discussing these folk tales helps Latino and non-
Latino students alike develop appreciation and respect for Venezuelan literature.

Reading folk tales can also foster strong home–school connections, inter-
generational literacy, and bilingual growth. Together, parents and children can de-
velop fluency, familiarity, and pride in reading in both languages by taking turns
doing repeated readings in two languages. For example, after reading an English
version of the Mexican tale “How the Rainbow Was Born” (see Delacre, 1996),
students could be encouraged to read it to parents, grandparents, and siblings at
home. In addition, students could take home Spanish-language texts, such as El
festival de cometas: The Kite Festival (Torres, 2004), and read them with family
members. Other good bilingual texts that students and families can share include
Arroz con leche: Popular Songs and Rhymes From Latin America (Delacre, 1989),
Las Navidades: Popular Christmas Songs From Latin America (Delacre, 1990), and
Diez deditos: Ten Little Fingers & Other Play Rhymes and Action Songs From Latin
America (Orozco, 1997). Parents, grandparents, and older siblings can be en-
couraged to read the text aloud in Spanish while the child reads the same text
aloud to the family in English.

These approaches implicitly demonstrate respect for the richness of a stu-
dent’s native culture. By using folk literature in this way, we ascribe value to the
child’s first language and culture, as well as to English. Learning cultural pride
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and reading skills simultaneously can help bilingual students become skilled read-
ers, thereby ending intergenerational cycles of low literacy—cycles that sometimes
marginalize minorities from one generation to the next.

See Additional Resources (pages 59–63) for an annotated list of compelling
cultural stories and websites from around the globe. It is organized by geographi-
cal region and includes books and websites with humorous, lighthearted tales as
well as serious, philosophical stories. Many of the books on this list include ex-
citing follow-up research activities.

OTHER CULTURAL RESOURCES. In addition to using folk stories to transmit
traditional culture, we need to find books that provide deep cultural background
and up-to-date information on a variety of cultural topics. Students need informa-
tion about each culture’s current customs, politics, geography, economics, social
values, and beliefs. See Additional Resources (page 63) for recent series that con-
tain rich information on culture, genealogy, history, and other related topics.

Find Inspiring Biographies
Baruj Benacerraf loved biographies, especially about scientists and artists. By
immersing himself in this genre as a child, he engaged in lots of reading and be-
came increasingly skilled. His avid reading in this genre of passionate, personal in-
terest supports the Interest-Based Model of Reading. In his case, biographies
provided the repetition and practice that were crucial to his fluency development.

Biographies provide a great way into reading for students of all ages and abil-
ities. This genre is especially effective for introducing bilingual students to U.S.
history and culture. By reading biographies about the lives of famous U.S. he-
roes, students become familiar with the history and social context of their adopt-
ed country. And, by reading biographies they also learn about other individuals
who, like themselves, came as immigrants from other parts of the world, forging
new identities in the United States.

One inspiring biography of a Latina scientist is Scientist From Puerto Rico,
Maria Cordero Hardy (Verheyden-Hilliard, 1985). This easy-to-read book has large
print and a controlled vocabulary and is appropriate for intermediate grades, mid-
dle school, and high school. Another excellent biography that will likely appeal to
middle school and high school students is Pride of Puerto Rico: The Life of Roberto
Clemente (Walker, 1988). Baseball player Roberto Clemente was both black and
Latino and, consequently, endured painful prejudice and discrimination despite his
fame. Yet, he emerged with enormous pride—pride in his athletic skill, his family,
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and his native Puerto Rico. This book poignantly recounts Clemente’s disagreement
with his father over his first job contract. While intergenerational conflicts such
as Clemente’s are common in U.S. culture, they go against the norms of Latino
families, who expect obedience from a son. Teachers could use this father–son
conflict as a springboard for discussion about cultural conflict, assimilation, and
the challenge of defining one’s identity as distinct from that of one’s parents.

Another inspiring biography with appeal across grade levels K–adult is
Toussaint L’Ouverture: The Fight for Haiti’s Freedom (Myers, 1996). This story of
the liberator of Haitian slaves is relevant to Haiti’s political struggles today. The
colorful tempera illustrations that accompany the narrative will appeal to
Haitians and non-Haitians alike.

A list of biographies that span a wide variety of backgrounds, careers, and in-
terests appears in Additional Resources (pages 64–67). This comprehensive list
contains biographies appropriate for students at each grade level—elementary,
middle grades, high school, and adult.

Use Informational Texts
Another way to build students’ knowledge of their heritage is through nonfiction
texts, which offer unique opportunities to learn about the world (Saul &
Dieckman, 2005). Students of all ages can benefit from various kinds of informa-
tional texts—biographies, travel books, encyclopedias, search engines, cultural and
historical websites, history books, and so forth. Fortunately, there are many en-
gaging informational books about specific cultures. For example, Cultures of the
World: Venezuela (Kohen, 1991) contains a wealth of information on Venezuelan
geography, fauna and flora, history, business, politics, class structure, racism,
Indian languages, Spanish, eating practices, and holiday rituals and customs. This
book also contains photographs and maps of Venezuela, a glossary of Spanish
terms, a “Quick Notes” section full of Venezuelan facts, and an index to help
find information quickly.

Another excellent nonfiction book is Haiti (Hintz, 1998), which analyzes
Haiti’s history in a mature format appropriate for intermediate through high
school students. Beautifully illustrated, Haiti covers controversial topics such as
deforestation, the environment, and government land policies. Another excellent
book for middle school students is The Dominican Republic (Rogers & Rogers,
1999). Among its attractions are a Spanish pronunciation guide and a list of com-
mon cultural superstitions. Readers are asked, “Have you heard of any of the fol-
lowing superstitions?” Using this question as a starting point, teachers can guide
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discussion and research on (a) the role of superstitions, (b) reasons for the persist-
ence of superstitions, and (c) relationships between superstitions and traditional
religious beliefs. In addition, teachers can encourage students to create their own
research questions based on their personal curiosity and interests.

An overarching purpose of cultural research is to engage students in in-depth
cultural explorations. Guided by the teacher in this process, bilingual students
gain experience and skill in selecting and evaluating research materials. At the
same time, they gain knowledge, pride, and respect for their culture of origin.

Use the Arts
Students also benefit from reading lessons that incorporate the arts. Cruz
Sanabria’s junior high teacher knew the power of art to spark his interests, so he
used Sanabria’s love of drawing and comics to engage him. Integrating the arts
with reading lessons is effective at all levels, from preschool through college, be-
cause the arts can easily “hook” students and get them engaged in reading. All
art forms are effective—drawing, crafts, painting, drama, dance, music, poetry,
rhymes, finger plays, storytelling, creative writing, and so forth. The teacher
does not need to be adept at drawing or any other art form to use art effectively.
All that is needed is a desire to engage students and get them hooked on reading.
(Figure 3 shows a book project bulletin board and a display of masks at the
Lincoln School in Brookline, Massachusetts. As shown in Figure 3, the art of
mask-making can be integrated with reading lessons about specific cultures.)

MUSIC. Incorporating music into reading lessons is a great way to get students ex-
cited about reading. Several books are available that demonstrate how to integrate
reading and music. Some that feature music combine finger plays, rhymes, song,
and dance, and some include texts in two languages. A good example is Diez deditos:
Ten Little Fingers & Other Play Rhymes and Action Songs From Latin America
(Orozco, 1997). The text is in Spanish as well as English and is excellent for pre-
school, primary, and intermediate grades. This book also includes sheet music,
dances, colorful illustrations, and visual images of the hand and finger motions de-
scribed. In addition, I also recommend Arroz con leche: Popular Songs and Rhymes
From Latin America (Delacre, 1989) and Las Navidades: Popular Christmas Songs
From Latin America (Delacre, 1990). Both books contain colorful illustrations, sheet
music, and notes about the customs and history behind each song.
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DRAMA. Another way to integrate the arts and reading is through narrative
mime theater. This exciting dramatic approach is described in detail in an excel-
lent book, Dramatizing Myths and Tales: Creating Plays for Large Groups (Thistle,
1995). This practical guide gives directions for organizing and executing a dra-
ma, from start to finish. The book contains scripts for five multicultural myths
(appropriate for grades 3–12). Each script contains cultural information and
thought-provoking research and critical thinking activities to enrich children’s ex-
periences with this form of drama.

DANCE. The art of dance is another exciting way to engage students in multicul-
tural reading. Dancing a story from start to finish enables children to learn se-
quencing skills and helps them resolve difficult feelings. Complex costuming is not
necessary. Any small accessory that moves freely through the air will spark a
child’s imagination and help the child initiate and sustain body motions. For ex-
ample, teachers and children can dance a wide variety of stories aided only by
scarves to indicate a fairy godmother’s wand, a pirate’s headcover, and so forth.

Dramatizing Myths and Tales, mentioned previously, is an excellent book
that describes how to perform simple dances from a variety of cultures and in-
cludes music to accompany each dance. I have used cultural folk dances from
around the world with my own students across grade levels, preschool to high
school. Students enjoyed learning the dances, developed socialization skills, and
gained respect for the culture represented by each dance.
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Audiotapes and CDs of favorite folk tales can also be used to help students
reenact narratives through dance. After reading a story, the teacher and students
can dance freely together, moving their bodies in ways that indicate the plot’s
unfolding action and each character’s personality. Used in this way, dance is es-
pecially effective for retelling folk tales. One of my favorite tales for preschool
and primary-age children is “The Three Billy Goats Gruff.” This compelling story
lends itself to dancing about anger, power, fear, and other strong emotions with
which children struggle. This linking of fairy tales, dance, and drama is excellent
for getting children excited about reading.

Become a Marvelous Mentor
Mentors mattered and were crucial to the success of Baruj Benacerraf and Cruz
Sanabria. In Sanabria’s case, teachers and hospital staff—not family members—
were pivotal mentors. They helped him in several ways. First, they gave Sanabria
personal attention—attention that was essential yet hard to come by at home in
a family of seven needy children. Second, they believed that Sanabria was smart
and capable of learning, and they communicated their belief to him. This in
turn enabled Sanabria to believe in his own capabilities and attempt new chal-
lenges. Third, his junior high school teacher used engaging materials based on
Sanabria’s interests in art, comics, and newspapers; in this way, he motivated in
Sanabria a desire to read. Fourth, mentoring teachers and hospital staff set the
bar high, urging Sanabria to strive for lofty goals: a GED, and college and gradu-
ate degrees.

Between Benacerraf and Sanabria there were a variety of mentors, including
teachers, parents, relatives, hospital staff, and peers who helped them to grapple
with their difficulties and move on. What did these mentors do? They super-
vised, modeled, and guided; they provided interesting books, solid instruction, and
plentiful practice in reading and writing. In addition, they encouraged Benacerraf
and Sanabria to select challenging courses and materials, strive for high academ-
ic and career goals, connect with good teachers and tutors, and apply to appro-
priate educational programs.

Teachers and family members should do two things to help striving read-
ers: Become a mentor who matters and enlist help from other mentors, including
reading buddies, family members, and community mentors.

READING BUDDIES. Reading buddies make wonderful mentors and are prov-
ing to be a rich resource in many schools. Reading with an individual buddy is
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usually less threatening and overwhelming to a struggling reader than reading
aloud in a group. With the reading buddies approach, a striving reader is paired
with another student for practice, reinforcement, and enrichment. Usually, a
buddy pair consists of a fluent and a less fluent reader who read together, taking
turns in various ways. Frequently, one student reads while the reading buddy lis-
tens; then the two change places. For some reading buddies, choral reading is
helpful and fun. In choral reading, two students read aloud in unison. The
skilled reader models good pronunciation, intonation, prosody, and expression;
when the less skilled reader falters, he or she can follow the skilled reader’s mod-
el and learn to self-correct. After reading with a buddy, students can be directed
to discuss and write about the text, then share what they wrote with each other by
reading their reflections aloud. 

I observed reading buddies in action at the Lincoln School. Each buddy pair
was so deeply engrossed in reading that their time spent on task was virtually
100%. Reading with a peer enabled each child to practice and refine several skills
at once: reading, discussing, writing, and interacting with one another. (Figure 4
shows reading buddies at the Lincoln School.)
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FAMILY MENTORS. In addition to peers, family mentors are a superb resource
for helping students with reading. Family involvement not only improves chil-
dren’s reading achievement scores but also improves their self-esteem and atti-
tudes toward learning (IRA, 2002).

Family members can help by being positive reading role models themselves.
For example, when the family’s language of origin is different from English, the
family demonstrates to the child that reading is valued by reading newspapers in
their home language. The family can also provide daily opportunities for chil-
dren to read about topics of their own choice. It is not necessary to buy lots of
books and magazines (although that is helpful). Frequent trips to the public li-
brary can provide children with sufficient reading materials. Family involve-
ment in children’s reading should continue throughout school, including middle
school and high school. Families can encourage their teenagers’ enthusiasm for
reading by seeking advice from local librarians and becoming familiar with pop-
ular young adult titles.

Usually, parents are the school’s best partners, even though many parents
have limited finances, time, education, and emotional resources. Parents are key
mentors because they know the child best, can provide invaluable insights, and
can oversee extra reading practice at home. To enlist the help of a family, teach-
ers need to be sensitive to each family member and cultural group, and consider
two key questions: (1) What do I need to know to ensure that I do not offend this
family? and (2) How should I interact with parents whose views of parenting
and education differ from my own?

A wonderful resource on family mentors is Family-School Partnerships:
Essential Elements of Reading Instruction in the United States (IRA, 2002). This
brochure provides valuable advice for teachers and other mentors, including an
explicit reminder to respect the beliefs, lifestyles, and child-rearing practices of
all families. Additional Resources (pages 67–68) contains additional mentoring re-
sources for parents, teachers, and others.

COMMUNITY MENTORS. Teachers can also enlist the help of community men-
tors through programs such as Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs of America, Big Brothers Big
Sisters, Literacy Volunteers of America, and senior citizen volunteers. These com-
munity mentors provide wonderful support for children of all ages, including mid-
dle school and high school students, who are at a stage when relationships with
family members are changing. For some adolescents, it is easier to accept help
from community mentors instead of the family.
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Conclusion:
Be a Marvelous Mentor, Foster Cultural Pride

The bilingual readers in this study eventually became highly skilled readers in
English. Their case studies suggest that a student’s cultural heritage can provide
a strong linguistic foundation on which to build English skills. By fostering cultur-
al knowledge and pride, teachers help students view their multiple languages
and cultures as rich assets, not deficits. By simultaneously developing cultural
pride and reading skills, we can help bilingual students ultimately to achieve
high levels of English literacy.

The bilingual readers in this study succeeded with help from marvelous
mentors. This finding fits with the Interest-Based Model of Reading, of which
mentoring support is a key component. Both Baruj Benacerraf and Cruz Sanabria
had mentors who mattered. Without the mentoring of dedicated teachers, it is un-
likely that either of them would have surmounted his reading difficulties.
Marvelous mentors were the key to their success at all stages, helping them to de-
velop into highly skilled readers and outstanding professionals. Benacerraf had
help from wonderful family mentors, but Sanabria could not rely on his family for
help. However, teachers filled the void for Sanabria.

Researchers know that a teacher’s knowledge, actions, and relationships
with students are crucial for helping students learn to read (Bond & Dykstra,
1967/1997; Paratore, 2004). We know that good mentors provide lots of materi-
als on students’ interests and regular opportunities for students to read and be
read to. They model good reading behavior and read aloud to students regularly,
not only in the early grades but also during middle school and high school—crucial
periods when many U.S. students fall behind their counterparts in other indus-
trialized countries (IRA, 2001, 2002). Students of all ages and abilities benefit
both from being read to by a mentor and from reading themselves; this is espe-
cially the case for striving bilingual students, who need intensive practice both in
listening while others read to them and in reading texts themselves.

Intensive instruction and practice enable bilingual students to succeed.
Benacerraf developed into a skilled reader after seven years of daily, individual-
ized instruction with his cousin Suzanne. His experience fits with what educators
know about other bilingual students: Although they take only about one or two
years to acquire social language skills (Gass & Selinker, 2001), they usually take
much longer—between five and seven years, or even longer—to develop academic
reading (Collier, 1992; Coppola, 2004; Cummins, 1994; O’Malley & Valdez-Pierce,
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1996; Valdez-Pierce, 2003). The reason for this difference is that social or con-
versational English is much easier to learn than academic reading skills.

It takes longer to learn the complex skills of academic literacy—skills such
as comparing, contrasting, informing, ordering, classifying, analyzing, justifying,
persuading, problem solving, synthesizing, and evaluating (O’Malley & Valdez-
Pierce, 1996). Learning academic literacy is not a natural process picked up easi-
ly and informally; rather, it is one that needs to be taught. It requires a great deal
of effort by the student and the teacher. According to this study’s results, the addi-
tional effort can ultimately have excellent outcomes.

Based on the results of these case studies, each teacher and family member
can become a marvelous mentor. Mentoring requires not only dedication but
also understanding the student’s unique strengths, interests, and cultural and
linguistic background. In addition, it requires understanding the student’s specif-
ic needs and difficulties, both in terms of reading and the larger context of the stu-
dent’s life. A good mentor plans opportunities for students of all ages to talk about
books with others, then react in writing to what they’ve read. But perhaps most
important, a marvelous mentor believes in the student, has high expectations, and
guides the student into challenging courses and careers. These issues are dis-
cussed further in chapter 3.
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Folk Tale Books, Folklore Websites

Worldwide Tales
Adler, N. (1996). The Dial book of animal tales from around the world. New York: Dial. This

book is likely to engage primary, intermediate, and middle school students, grades 1–8.
Enhanced by colorful illustrations and border designs throughout the text, the book’s com-
pelling tales originated from a wide variety of cultures: Native American, Indian, Chinese,
Australian, German, Thai, African, Canadian, and Brazilian.

MacDonald, M.R. (1992). Peace tales: World folktales to talk about. Hamden, CT: Linnet Books.
This is a book for all grade levels, 1–adult. The collection of tales focuses on how to prevent
and solve conflicts equitably and harmoniously. The short, often humorous vignettes from
around the world present dramatic episodes and dilemmas useful for discussion and creative
problem solving. The unique peacemaking techniques are excellent for dramatic reenact-
ments, debates, and follow-up writing activities.

Mayo, M. (1993). Magical tales from many lands. New York: Dutton. This book recounts 14 di-
verse folk tales. Included are Zulu, Jewish, African American, and Turkish folk tales as
well as many others from around the world. The stories are full of mystery and magic and
will appeal to all grade levels, K–adult. The sensitive illustrations have a Chagall-like quality,
the tales are entertaining, and historical notes about the origin of each tale make this an at-
tractive collection.

Rosen, M. (Ed.). (1995). South + north + east + west: The Oxfam book of children’s stories. London:
Walker Books. This book has an appealing introduction by Whoopi Goldberg. The concise
stories have universal themes and lots of humor, such as “Why Do Dogs Chase Cars?” This
collection will appeal especially to intermediate and middle school children, grades 4–8. Its
greatest strength is the multitude of cultures represented: the Middle East; Cyprus; Greece;
Jamaica; England; Malta; Vietnam; North Africa; Central, Southern, and East Africa; West
Africa; Northern Ghana; Zimbabwe; Korea; China; Indonesia; Dominican Republic; Brazil;
Bolivia; Nepal; Mali; Botswana; India; and Bangladesh.

Latin American Tales
Aldana, P. (1996). Jade and Iron: Latin American tales from two cultures. Toronto, ON:

Groundwood. This is a compelling collection for grade 2–adult with tales that range from
precolonial oral traditions to modern folk stories. The artwork is authentic, and the intro-
duction does an effective job of linking Latin America’s history with unresolved conflicts
that continue in the region today.

Barra, N.C. (2002). Monica and the summer party. Arlington, MA: The Intercultural Center for
Research in Education. This is a large-print chapter book in the Sunflower Multicultural
Story Book series. Written for elementary children, grades 1–6, each chapter tells a differ-
ent story about a Latino immigrant family and shows how they integrate cultural practices
from the old country with their new life in the United States. The book has a multicultural
glossary useful for teaching key vocabulary.

Bunting, E. (1988). How many days to America? New York: Clarion. This is the story of a refugee
family fleeing danger and upheaval from an ambiguous country, possibly Cuba or Haiti.
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Appropriate for intermediate grades, middle school, and high school, the ambiguities in this
story could be used for inferring and questioning at various developmental levels, grade
4–adult.

Crespo, G. (1993). How the sea began. New York: Clarion Books. This book presents a Taino
creation myth appropriate for primary through middle school students, grades 1–7. Not only
does this book use compelling language and colorful illustrations, it also has historical notes
and a pronunciation guide that enables readers to pronounce and understand Spanish and
Taino vocabulary.

Delacre, L. (1996). Golden tales: Myths, legends, and folktales from Latin America. New York:
Scholastic. This is an outstanding collection with rich research notes that extend the reader’s
understanding of each story. Topics include a child who disobeys, a father–son conflict, the
birth of the sea, and many others. It can be used across grade 2–adult.

González, L.M. (1997). Señor Cat’s Romance and other favorite stories from Latin America. New
York: Scholastic. In this engaging book, a Cuban author recounts popular, entertaining folk
tales with universal themes: The power of sharing, the value of humor and wit, and the chal-
lenge of overcoming grief, to name just a few. The book is gorgeously illustrated and will
appeal to students from the primary grades to middle school.

Jaffe, N. (1996). The golden f lower: A Taino myth from Puerto Rico. New York: Simon & Schuster.
This is a Native Indian folk tale that tells how the sparkling island of Puerto Rico originat-
ed from a pumpkin seed. The engaging text is accompanied by gorgeous illustrations likely to
entice young children, pre-K–3.

Jimenez, F. (1998). La mariposa. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin. This K–3 picture book is com-
pelling story about a migrant boy’s struggle to learn English and get through school. It is
adapted from Jimenez’s The Circuit and will likely resonate with students beyond its in-
tended audience. Bilingual students can relate to the struggles of the child in the story, and
others will learn about the travails and joys of this migrant boy.

Malone, M. (1996). A Guatemalan family. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner. This book describes a jour-
ney between the two worlds of Guatemalan culture and American culture. English-language
learners of all ages and grades, K–adult, are likely to identify with the joys, conflicts, and
challenges of this immigrant family.

Pico, F. (1991). The red comb. Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico: Troll Associates. This story is set in
19th-century Puerto Rico. An award-winning book based on rich historical documents, it
tells how two women plotted against the town’s slave catcher and succeeded in saving a
runaway slave. It is an excellent choice for the intermediate grades through middle school.

Soros, B. (1998). Grandmother’s song. Brooklyn, NY: Barefoot Books. This book tells a poignant
Mexican tale of intergenerational love. It is gorgeously illustrated and recounts a tale about a
girl and her grandmother that is likely to engage students from the intermediate grades
through adulthood. A poetic story of life and death, this compelling book addresses the
continuity of life and meaning of human relationships.

Torres, L. (2004). El festival de cometas: The kite festival. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux. In
this book, written in Spanish, the Columbian American author uses Spanish-only text to cel-
ebrate the beauty of the Spanish language. With lively illustrations, the book tells the story
of a boy named Ferdinand, who wants to participate in a kite festival yet lacks the requisite
kite. All of the stores are closed, so, with help from his grandparents, he creates his own kite.A
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This is a delightful book for the primary and intermediate grades and contains instructions
on kite building that can be used as a wonderful extending activity.

Middle Eastern Tales
O’Connor, K. (1996). A Kurdish family. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner. This book describes an im-

migrant family from Kurdistan, with its unique culture and religion. The family emigrates to
the United States and encounters a completely different culture and language. It will be of in-
terest to middle school and high school students, as well as adults.

Sunami, K. (2002). How the fisherman tricked the genie: A tale within a tale within a tale. New
York: Atheneum. This is a brightly illustrated Arabian story that will appeal to children from
preschool through the intermediate grades. The author, who is part African American,
part Japanese American, appeals to children’s humor and silliness to tell this story with its
universal message about good and evil.

African Tales
Janisch, H. (2002). The fire: An Ethiopian folk tale. Toronto, ON: Groundwood. This is a capti-

vating Ethiopian tale of slavery and freedom retold by an Austrian writer and Mexican illus-
trator. The text and illustrations are dramatic and moving and will likely appeal to young and
old alike, primary grades through adulthood.

Paye, W., & Lippert, M.H. (2002). Head, body, legs: A story from Liberia. New York: Henry Holt.
This is a magical retelling of the creation story by a member of the Dan people of northeastern
Liberia, who was trained as a storyteller by his grandmother. The animated story and cutout
doll-like illustrations will appeal to children from preschool through the intermediate grades.

Raven, M.T. (2004). Circle unbroken: The story of a basket and its people. New York: Farrar Straus
Giroux. This is a tale about love and cultural continuity for intermediate, middle school, high
school, and adult students. Powerfully illustrated, the book reveals the preservation of the art
of the sweetbaskets of South Carolina and Georgia through a moving story of the capture of
West African slaves from what is now Sierra Leone and Senegal. This book celebrates sweet-
basket art and contains historical information and a list of resources useful for research on
this African American culture.

Chinese Tales
Fang, L. (1995). The Ch’i-Lin purse: A collection of ancient Chinese stories. New York: Farrar Straus

Giroux. This book presents classic Chinese stories likely to appeal to students in grade
6–adult. With lively prose and historically accurate illustrations, this collection uses a chap-
ter book format that gives it a mature appearance attractive to older students.

Li, C. (1966). Stories from Liu Hu-lan’s childhood. Shanghai, China: Foreign Languages Press.
This book tells the story of a 13-year-old revolutionary heroine during the Chinese People’s
War of Liberation (1945–1949). She fought valiantly on the side of the peasants against land-
lords and tyrants and refused to submit when she was captured. This series of illustrated
tales will appeal to students from grade 4–adult.

Murphy, N. (1997). A Hmong family. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner. This book recounts the expe-
riences of an immigrant family as they begin a new life in the United States. The book is
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likely to appeal to students of Asian heritage, who may identify with the experiences of
this immigrant family. It is appropriate for middle school and high school students.

Japanese Tales
Houston, J.W. & Houston, J.D. (2000). Farewell to Manzanar. Austin, TX: Holt, Rinehart &

Winston. This Pulitzer Prize–winning book recounts the haunting and beautifully told sto-
ry of a Japanese American family’s internment during World War II. The author was 7 years
old when she and her family were uprooted from their home, imprisoned behind barbed
wire, and forced to struggle to maintain a sense of basic human dignity. This page-turner is
appropriate for grade 8–adult.

Mochizuki, K. (1993). Baseball saved us. New York: Lee & Low. This is a moving story about
the Japanese internment camps in the United States during World War II. It is appropriate
for students in grade 6–adult and can be used to discuss critical reading/thinking questions
such as: Who is an American? How can we know if our government is right or wrong?
What should we do if we disagree with our country’s actions?

Say, A. (1993). Grandfather’s journey. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. This book recounts a Japanese
grandfather’s two lives, one in Japan, the other in the United States. This story is appropri-
ate for students in the primary grades through middle school and sheds valuable insight
into the grandfather’s ambivalence about his hybrid identity. When he is in the United
States, he feels homesick for Japan; however, when he returns to Japan, he is homesick for
the United States.

Uchida, Y. (1993). The bracelet. New York: Philomel. This is a masterful story about friendship
appropriate for the intermediate grades through adulthood. Set in the context of the
Japanese internment camps, it is beautifully told and raises thought-provoking questions
that can be used to teach inferential comprehension skills.

Uegaki, C. (2004). Suki’s kimono. Tonawanda, NY: Kids Can Press. This book will appeal espe-
cially to young children in grades K–3. It is about the importance of being yourself. Suki loves
her blue kimono and plans to wear it to school despite what people may say. Her struggles
and celebration of her identity are recounted in this charming story.

American Tales (United States)
Jagendorf, M.A. (1948). New England bean pot: American folk tales to read and tell. New York:

Vanguard Press. These tales will appeal to readers of all ages, from the primary grades
through adulthood. Written by a masterful, vivacious storyteller, this collection is excellent
for both reading and oral retelling. The tales have universal themes that can serve as points
of departure for follow-up drama or writing activities.

Indian Tale
So, M. (2004). Gobble, gobble, slip, slop: A tale of a very greedy cat. New York: Knopf. This is an

Indian folk tale retold through gorgeous illustrations, lots of suspense, and repeated refrains.
The story is about a greedy cat who eventually gets its comeuppance. It will appeal espe-
cially to young children, pre-K–grade 2.A
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Folklore Websites
The folklore websites listed below are great for various types of research projects. They pres-
ent folk stories, historical background, and procedures for conducting oral histories and inter-
views. Folkloric websites also connect students with others in their culture through electronic
bulletin boards and chat rooms. They’re fun, interactive, and informative.

A Teacher’s Guide to Folklife Resources for K–Adult Classrooms at www.loc.gov/folklife/
teachers.html

City Lore at www.citylore.org
Doing Oral History at www.gcah.org/oral.html
Oral History and Interviews at www.cyndislist.com/oral.htm
Story Arts Online at www.storyarts.org
Urban Legends Reference Pages at www.snopes2.com

Genealogy, Culture, and History Books

Books About Genealogy (grade 4–adult)
Crowe, E.P. (2001). Genealogy online (5th ed.). New York: Osborne-McGraw-Hill.
Foner, N. (2000). From Ellis Island to JFK: New York’s two great waves of immigration. New Haven,

CT: Yale University Press.
Horowitz, L. (1999). Dozens of cousins: Blue genes, horse thieves, and other relative surprises in

your family tree. Berkeley, CA: Ten Speed Press.
McClure, R. (2000). The complete idiot’s guide to online genealogy. Holbrook, MA: Adams Media.
Mokotoff, G., & Blatt, W. (1999). Getting started in Jewish genealogy. Bergenfield, NJ: Avota.
Wolfman, I. (2002). Climbing your family tree: Online and off-line genealogy for kids. New York: Workman.

Visual Geography Series (grades K–6)
Behnke, A. (2003). Afghanistan in pictures. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner.
Taus-Bolstad, S. (2003). Vietnam in pictures. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner.

The Excavating the Past Series (grades 4–6)
Gaff, J. (2004). Excavating the past: Ancient Egypt. Chicago: Heinemann Library.
Hatt, C. (2004). Excavating the past: Greece. Chicago: Heinemann Library.
Hatt, C. (2004). Excavating the past: The Viking world. Chicago: Heinemann Library.
MacDonald, F. (2004). Excavating the past: Ancient Rome. Chicago: Heinemann Library.
Saunders, N., & Allan, T. (2004). Excavating the past: Greece the Aztec empire. Chicago:

Heinemann Library.

World Art & Culture Series (grades 6–8)
Bingham, J. (2004). African art & culture. Chicago: Raintree.
Khanduri, K. (2004). Japanese art & culture. Chicago: Raintree.
Lewis, E. (2004). Mexican art & culture. Chicago: Raintree.
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Inspiring Biographies

Grades K–3
Adler, D. (1984). Our Golda: The story of Golda Meir. New York: Puffin.
Adler, D. (1992). A picture book of Florence Nightingale. New York: Holiday House.
Adler, D. (1993). A picture book of Sitting Bull. New York: Holiday House.
Adler, D. (1994). A picture book of Abraham Lincoln. New York: Scholastic.
Adler, D. (1994). A picture book of Anne Frank. New York: Scholastic.
Adler, D. (1994). A picture book of George Washington. New York: Scholastic.
Adler, D. (1994). A picture book of Helen Keller. New York: Scholastic.
Adler, D. (1994). A picture book of Jackie Robinson. New York: Scholastic.
Adler, D. (1994). A picture book of John Fitzgerald Kennedy. New York: Scholastic.
Adler, D. (1994). A picture book of Martin Luther King, Jr. New York: Scholastic.
Adler, D. (1996). Lou Gehrig: The luckiest man. New York: Harcourt.

Grades 4–8
Andronik, C. (1994). Prince of humbugs: A life of P.T. Barnum. New York: Atheneum.
Bornemann, K.S. (1999). Franklin D. Roosevelt. Springfield, NJ: Enslow.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Albert Einstein? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Amelia Earhart? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Annie Oakley? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Benjamin Franklin? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Harriet Tubman? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Helen Keller? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Maria Tallchief? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Sacagawea? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Thomas Jefferson? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Brallier, J. (2002). Who was Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart? New York: Grosset & Dunlap.
Bray, R. (1995). Martin Luther King. New York: Greenwillow.
Carrigan, M. (1994). Carol Moseley-Braun: Breaking barriers. New York: Children’s Press.
Coleman, P. (1992). Spies! Women in the Civil War. New York: Shoe Tree Press.
Coleman, P. (1993). Fannie Lou Hamer and the fight for the vote. New York: Millbrook.
Coleman, P. (1994). Mother Jones and the march of the mill children. New York: Millbrook.
Coles, R. (1995). The story of Ruby Bridges. New York: Scholastic.
Connolly, P. (1991). Coaching Evelyn: Fast, faster, fastest woman in the world. New York: Harper.
Cooper, F. (1996). Mandela: From the life of the South African statesman. New York: Philomel.
Cooper, F. (1994). Coming home: From the life of Langston Hughes. New York: Philomel.
Copley, R. (2000). The tall Mexican: The life of Hank Aguirre, all-star pitcher, businessman, human-

itarian. Houston, TX: Arte Publico.
Cox, C. (1999). Mark Twain: America’s humorist, dreamer, prophet. New York: Apple Publishing.
Dahl, R. (1988). Boy: Tales of childhood. New York: Viking.
Demi. (2003). Muhammad. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Dean, W.M. (2001). The greatest: Muhammad Ali. New York: Scholastic.A
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Denewberg, B. (2002). Stealing home: The story of Jackie Robinson. New York: Scholastic.
Doherty, K. (1999). William Bradford: Rock of Plymouth. New York: 21st Century/Millbrook.
Dolan, S. (1999). Michael Jordan: Basketball great. Topeka, KS: Econo-Clad.
Fisher, L.E. (1994). Marie Curie. New York: Macmillan.
Fischer, L.E. (1995). Gandhi. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Franchere, R., & Thollander, E. (1970). Cesar Chavez. New York: HarperCollins.
Freedman, S. (1994). Ida B. Wells-Barnett and the anti-lynching crusade. New York: Millbrook.
Gherman, B. (1986). Georgia O’Keefe: The “wideness and wonder” of her world. New York: Aladdin.
Giblin, J. (1994). Thomas Jefferson: A picture book biography. New York: Scholastic.
Goldin, B.D. (1995). Bat mitzvah: A Jewish girl’s coming of age. New York: Viking.
Goldstein, M.M., & Larson, J. (1994). Jackie Joyner-Kersee: Superwoman. New York: Lerner.
Goodall, J. (1996). My life with the chimpanzees. New York: Pocket Books.
Greene, C. (1991). Elizabeth Blackwell: First woman doctor. New York: Children’s Press.
Heiligman, D. (1994). Barbara McClintock: Alone in her field. New York: Scientific American

Books for Young Readers.
Horenstein, H. (1994). My mom’s a vet. New York: Candlewick.
Hughes, L. (2000). Nelson Mandela: Voice of freedom. Lincoln, NE: iUniverse.com.
Hurwitz, J. (1997). Helen Keller: Courage in the dark. New York: Random House.
Hurwitz, J. (1989). Astrid Lindgren: Storyteller to the world. New York: Puffin.
Kamen, G. (1996). Hidden music: The life of Fanny Mendelssohn. New York: Atheneum.
Karnes, F.A., & Bean, S.M. (1995). Girls and young women inventing. New York: Free Spirit

Press.
Katz, B. (2001). We the people. New York: HarperCollins.
Knudson, R.R. (1985). Babe Didrikson: Athlete of the century. New York: Puffin.
Krull, K. (1996). Wilma unlimited: How Wilma Rudolph became the world’s fastest woman. New

York: Harcourt.
Kunhardt, E. (1993). Honest Abe. New York: Greenwillow.
Levin, P. (1993). Susan B. Anthony: Fighter for women’s rights. New York: Chelsea House.
Livingston, M.C. (1994). Keep on singing: A ballad of Marian Anderson. New York: Holiday.
McKissack, P., & McKissack, F. (1992). Mary McLeod Bethune: A great teacher. New York:

Children’s Press.
MacLeod, E. (1999). Albert Einstein: A life of genius. Tonawanda, NY: Kids Can.
MacLeod, E. (2001). Alexander Graham Bell: An inventive life. Tonawanda, NY: Kids Can.
MacLeod, E. (2002). Lucy Maud Montgomery: A writer’s life. Tonawanda, NY: Kids Can.
MacLeod, E. (2003). The Wright brothers: A f lying start. Tonawanda, NY: Kids Can.
MacLeod, E. (2004). Helen Keller: A determined life. Tonawanda, NY: Kids Can.
McMane, F., & Wolf, C. (1995). Winning women: Eight great athletes and their unbeatable stories.

New York: Bantam.
McPherson, S.S. (1992). I speak for the women: A story about Lucy Stone. New York: Carolrhoda.
McPherson, S.S. (1990). Rooftop astronomer: A story about Maria Mitchell. New York: Carolrhoda.
Miller, W. (1995). Frederick Douglas: The last days of slavery. New York: Lee & Low Books.
Morgan, T., & Thaler, S. (1995). Steve Young: Complete quarterback. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner.
Norton, R.S. (1997). Patriarch: George Washington and the new American nation. Boston:

Houghton Mifflin.
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Parker, S. (1992). Marie Curie and radium. New York: HarperTrophy.
Pettit, J. (1996). Maya Angelou: Journey of the heart. New York: Lodestar.
Quackenbush, R. (1995). Clara Barton and her victory over fear. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Reef, C. (1992). Jacques Cousteau: Champion of the sea. Breckenridge, CO: Twenty-First Century

Books.
Reeve, C. (1999). Still me. New York: Ballantine.
Ride, S., with Okie, S. (1986). To space and back. New York: Beech Tree.
Robinson, S. (2004). How Jackie Robinson changed America: Promises to keep. New York:

Scholastic.
Rockwell, A. (2000). Only passing through: The story of Sojourner Truth. New York: Random

House Children’s Books.
Ryan, P.M. (2000). Amelia and Eleanor go for a ride. New York: Scholastic
Ryan, P.M. (2002). When Marion sang: The true recital of Marion Anderson, voice of a century.

New York: Scholastic.
Sakurai, G. (1995). Mae Jemison: Space scientist. New York: Children’s Press.
Sanford, W.R., & Green, C.R. (1993). Billie Jean King. New York: Crestwood House.
Siegel, B. (1995). Marian Wright Edelman: The making of a crusader. New York: Simon &

Schuster.
Sobol, R. (1994). Governor: In the company of Ann W. Richards, governor of Texas. New York:

Cobblehill.
Stanley, D., & Vennema, P. (1994). Cleopatra. New York: Morrow.
Stewart, M. (1996). Hakeem Olajuwon. New York: Children’s Press.
Streissguth, T. (1995). Rocket man: The story of Robert Goddard. Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda.
Streissguth, T. (1999). Jesse Owens. New York: Lerner.
Sullivan, G. (2000). Helen Keller. New York: Scholastic.
Townsend, B. (1994). Shaquille O’Neal: Center of attention. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner.
Vare, E.A. (1992). Adventurous spirit: A story about Ellen Swallow Richards. New York:

Carolrhoda.
Walker, P.R. (1988). Pride of Puerto Rico: The life of Roberto Clemente. San Diego, CA: Harcourt,

Brace, Jovanovich.
Warhola, J. (2004). Uncle Andy’s: A faabbbulous visit with Andy Warhol. New York: Putnam.
Yu, C. (2005). Little Green: Growing up in the Chinese cultural revolution. New York: Simon &

Schuster.

Grade 9–Adult
Alland, A. (1974). Jacob A. Riis: Photographer and citizen. New York: Aperture.
Atkinson, L. (1985). In kindling f lame: The story of Hannah Senesh. New York: Lothrop.
Ayer, E.H. (1992). Margaret Bourke-White: Photographing the world. New York: Silver-Burdett.
Baker, R. (1982). Growing up. New York: Plume/New American Library.
Bird, L. (1989). Larry Bird drive: The story of my life. New York: Doubleday.
Clayton, E. and Hodges, D. (1996). Martin Luther King: The peaceful warrior. Huntington Beach,

CA: Archway.
Dyer, D. (1997). Jack London. New York: Scholastic.
Feinman, R. (1999). The meaning of it all: Thoughts of a citizen scientist. Cambridge, MA: Perseus.A
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Frank, A. (1967). Anne Frank: The diary of a young girl. New York: Doubleday.
Hall, B.E. (1998). Tea that burns: A family memoir of Chinatown. New York: Free Press.
Haskins, J. (1992). I have a dream: The life and words of Martin Luther King, Jr. Brookfield, CT:

Millbrook Press.
Keller, H. (1988). The story of my life. New York: Signet Classics.
Levine, E. (1995). Anna Pavlova: Genius of the dance. New York: Scholastic.
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Websites for Marvelous Mentors
LD Online: www.ldonline.org (information and links for parents and teachers of struggling

readers)
Learning Disabilities Association of America: www.ldanatl.org (information and support to

parents and teachers of struggling readers)
Reading Rockets: www.readingrockets.org (information about teaching reading to all kids, in-

cluding those who struggle)
Schwab Learning: www.schwablearning.org (information for parents of struggling readers)
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Learning to Read
Through Multiple

Intelligences

Do students learn reading through multiple intelligences? We know that
a child may have strong ability in one subject yet, at the same time,
show extreme weakness in another subject (Gardner, 1983; Piaget,
1952). Gardner’s (1983, 1993) multiple intelligence theory explains

how a child may show strong ability or “intelligence” in one content area or do-
main, such as spatial skills, yet weak ability in another skill, such as reading.
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Gardner’s idea is that schools tend to emphasize only a small number of a child’s
skills or intelligences, omitting many other important abilities, such as artistic
intelligence, interpersonal intelligence, and others. The consequence is that by fo-
cusing almost exclusively on linguistic and mathematical intelligences, schools
tend to overlook many children’s talents and skills.

Fischer’s (1980) skill theory helps to explain variation in how different
children learn different types of skills (cf. Fink, in press; Fischer & Biddell, 1992,
1997; Fischer, Bullock, Rotenberg, & Raya, 1993; Fischer & Knight, 1990; Fischer,
Knight, & Van Parys, 1993; Mascolo, Li, Fink, & Fischer, 2002). Fischer uses a lad-
der metaphor to represent traditional notions of reading development; the rungs
of the ladder represent the linear, step-by-step skill development of many chil-
dren as they learn to read. In contrast, Fischer uses a web metaphor to capture the
variation and disparate abilities of some children as they learn to read. The web
is not neat and linear but, instead, is complex and messy, showing the simultane-
ous forward and backward, upward and downward movement of some children as
they learn to read. Fischer’s notion of the web suggests that different children
learn to read in different ways and provides a way to understand the alternative
pathways taken by the highly successful readers who struggled and are the focus
of this book. Nowhere is the theme of disparate, uneven abilities more evident
than in the case history of Roy Daniels.

Disparate Abilities: Roy Daniels’s Story
Despite lifelong struggles with reading, Roy Daniels became a world leader in
science. He conducts research on cystic fibrosis, muscular dystrophy, and other
devastating diseases and has written over 175 scientific articles. Daniels is
Professor of Biochemistry and Genetics at Stanford University Medical School and
one of the youngest members ever elected to the National Academy of Sciences.
Yet despite these noteworthy achievements, he still has gaps in basic reading, writ-
ing, and spelling. His personal story reveals an unusual pathway to success.

I was intrigued to learn how Daniels’s uneven abilities had developed in
reading, science, and other subjects. Clearly, his early years did not foreshadow a
stellar career in science.

I was at the bottom in reading skills and spelling skills. I was a very,
very slow reader and couldn’t read out loud or silently. It began in
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first grade and continued in second grade, third grade, and on and on
and on....

Daniels repeated the first grade in a public school in rural Indiana, where he
struggled continually with reading despite years of help from tutors. Eventually,
he developed basic fluency when he was 11 years old. However, he continued to
have difficulty identifying letters and their corresponding sounds and, to this day,
has trouble distinguishing between letters that look alike such as b, d, p, q, m,
and n. He compensates by printing in upper case.

Actually, I still print today. I print everything in capitals to help me
tell the difference between letters like b and d.

Reading Advanced Texts About Passionate Interests
Despite his lingering weakness in the basics, Daniels was an avid science reader
from an early age, voraciously reading science books and articles. He enjoyed do-
ing this kind of reading.

You’d start reading a lot. Because you like it (grade 3 and up). You
read science for—how things are put together. My interest in chemistry
just came from—it started with my interest in airplanes in grade
school...that quickly converted to propellant systems in seventh and
eighth grades.

Daniels’s reading development was propelled by an intense interest in
science—what Winner (1996) calls a “rage to master” a subject (p. 4). Driven by
his passionate interest, he read lots of advanced science books and journals de-
spite his difficulties with visual–graphic and phonological decoding skills.

When I was a freshman in high school, I read quite a few college texts.
I became fascinated with nitrogen chemistry, so I got organic chemistry
textbooks. And I read all the journals, various aeronautic journals.

Daniels immersed himself in reading complex science texts, even as he contin-
ued to struggle with some basic reading skills.
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Playing at Science Through Hands-On Activities
In addition to reading, Daniels also “played” at science, designing experiments, or-
dering chemical supplies, and creating his own science curriculum at home. He
conducted intricate chemistry experiments in his basement laboratory when he
was in elementary school.

I set up a lab in my basement and did experiments with compounds
that I got from chemical supply companies.... That early experience
was useful, building your own confidence by doing these things.

Play of this type, based on innate curiosity, helps children at risk for failure
to develop abstract concepts and literacy (Daiute, 1993; Daiute & Morse, 1993).
When children play and create their own curriculum using toys, media, and arti-
facts of interest, their reading skills develop and grow (Daiute & Morse, 1993).
This is precisely what happened to Daniels. He conducted science experiments in
his spare time at home; in turn, his interest, confidence, and reading ability in sci-
ence developed to higher and higher levels.

Benefiting From Sociocultural Support
Daniels immersed himself in scientific reading and experimentation at a time
when the U.S. government was trying to attract young people to science. He vivid-
ly recalled the supportive sociocultural atmosphere when he was growing up.

After the Russians sent up Sputnik in a rocket, it became easier to go
into science. Vans came around to schools and parks with lots of science
books, including engineering and calculus books. So I borrowed a lot of
very technical books and read them.

Motivated by his own curiosity and a culture that valued science, Daniels
read advanced science books well above his instructional reading level.

In grade school, a high school chemistry teacher got me a high school
chemistry textbook, and when I was in high school, my biology teacher
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got me engineering and calculus books to read and put me in contact
with a biology professor at Eastern Illinois University.

Daniels benefited from the sociocultural support of his era, when traveling
library vans carried enticing science books to his neighborhood. In addition, he
benefited from teachers who mentored him, directing him to advanced books
and magazines about chemistry, engineering, and calculus.

Developing a Schema
How did Daniels comprehend advanced chemistry, engineering, and calculus
books? He became conversant with the schema of science and its specialized vo-
cabulary, concepts, questions, and typical organization as a result of his exten-
sive science reading. His avid science reading provided lots of drill and practice,
which led to his schema familiarity. Upon encountering an unfamiliar word,
Daniels drew on his deep knowledge of scientific schema. He relied to a great ex-
tent on context clues, which were relatively reliable due to his familiarity with sci-
ence texts. His increasing wealth of scientific background information provided
the scaffolds that supported his development of optimal scientific reading skills.
In Stanovich’s terms (1986), Daniels got “richer,” or better at reading, as a result
of lots of practice—practice that he enjoyed.

Developing Confidence
Daniels’s fascination with science drove him at an early age to “do science” far
above the level of his classmates. But despite his scientific ability, he had a hard
time in school, especially in English classes. Some of his teachers were unaware of
his abilities and saw only deficits. When he was in the eighth grade, Daniels took
a timed group intelligence quotient (IQ) test that required reading. He scored in
the “low normal” intelligence category, presumably due to his weak reading abil-
ity. Unfortunately, unitary notions of intelligence prevailed at the time; intelli-
gence was conceptualized as a single trait that individuals either possessed or
lacked. (Either you were smart or you were not smart. Period.) More complex, dy-
namic notions of intelligence were still in the future—for example, Gardner’s
(1983) theory of multiple intelligences. Gardner’s theory acknowledges the coex-
istence of different types of intelligences at different levels within the same per-
son. But when Daniels was in school, his guidance counselor focused on Daniels’s
score on a single IQ test; consequently, he thought Daniels was a slow learner,
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incapable of all abstract reasoning regardless of the subject. So he forbade Daniels
to take elementary algebra, urging him to take shop instead, saying, “You can’t be
a chemist; you don’t even qualify to be a chemist’s assistant washing dishes. Your
aptitude is not high enough even for that. With an IQ of 90, you’ll never pass al-
gebra. Forget the algebra, and major in shop.”

Daniels’s father was a carpenter and would have been happy to have his
son major in shop—just like dad. Daniels’s mother took in laundry to make ends
meet. Both parents were loving, but they had only completed the eighth grade, so
they didn’t have the educational background to recognize their son’s scientific
talents. Nevertheless, Daniels was fascinated by science and knew that he want-
ed to go to college to become a scientist. Knowing that algebra was a requirement
for college, he defied his guidance counselor, saying “‘OK, I’ll take shop, but I’m
going to take the algebra class too’.... We argued, and then he said, ‘OK, go and take
it, and when you flunk out, I’m going to tell you I told you so.’”

Undaunted, Daniels borrowed a copy of the algebra textbook over the sum-
mer. He read it slowly and haltingly, in a manner typical of many striving read-
ers when they encounter unfamiliar material. Reading the book in this slow,
methodical manner, he gradually mastered the concepts. The result? He got a fi-
nal grade of 95%—the highest grade in his algebra class.

What led Daniels to disregard the dire warnings of his guidance counselor,
who was convinced he would fail algebra? The key was Daniels’s self-confidence
and an astute observation—early on he had noticed a disparity between his capa-
bilities and the assessments of people in authority.

In grade school I could estimate in math and do approximations
instantly, better than other kids. This gave me confidence. Yet people
would tell me that I couldn’t do it. Now that immediately questions
their credibility. You begin to question their wisdom and trust yourself
more.

While Daniels was learning to trust himself, several teachers focused nar-
rowly on his ongoing problems with basic reading, writing, and spelling. Like
the guidance counselor, they concluded that Daniels was not “college material,”
basically telling him that he would not succeed in college because the require-
ments for English were far too stiff, his IQ was too low, and so forth. They refused
to write college recommendations for him.
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Daniels’s response was, “If you won’t help me, then I’ll apply myself,” which
he did. Confronted with the daunting prospect of facing the college admissions
process alone, Daniels demonstrated the same kind of gritty persistence reported
in other studies of successful readers who struggled but did not give up (Fink,
1998a, 2000b, 2002, in press; Gerber & Reiff, 1991; Margalit, 2003; Meltzer,
2004). He applied to a community college (where recommendations were not re-
quired), was accepted, and after attending for a few semesters, transferred to a
four-year university. Ultimately, Daniels graduated from college, earning straight
A’s in all of his science courses.

Using Alternative Strategies
Daniels’s record of straight A’s in science—from grade school through college—
reflects his interest and proficiency in scientific reading. In contrast, his grades were
much lower in English and history (C’s, B’s, and F’s). In these “noninterest” subjects,
his reading skills remained rudimentary because he read a bare minimum in these
content areas. Consequently, he lacked sufficient background knowledge to use the
contextual schema of English or history effectively in the same way he did with sci-
ence. So he had to use other strategies, especially visualization and retelling, to
read, comprehend, and remember information in these noninterest subjects.
Visualization strategies helped him to get by. In history, for example, Daniels saw
in his mind’s eye a sign with a number on it for the date of a significant battle.

I’d actually stop and sit back and look away from the print. I’d
imagine a sign with the date on it in front of me, and I’d see battles as
they physically happened. In that way, I’d remember the order. People
called it “daydreaming”; I was constantly accused of daydreaming!

Daniels’s reading abilities fluctuated depending on the subject. He avoided
doing most of the assigned reading in English and, as a result, got less practice and
fell further and further behind. His avoidance of literature and resulting lack of fa-
miliarity with literary genres, in turn, resulted in his low English grades, even in
college.

I got an F in English Comp. in college. So I researched all the English
teachers and figured one who would give me a passing grade, given my
spelling problems.
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Daniels passed English composition the second time around by using a
problem-solving approach that Gerber and Reiff (1991) call “reframing.” The refram-
ing approach involves naming, facing, and acknowledging a problem, then creatively
seeking an alternative solution. Daniels’s habit of seeking viable positive alternatives
worked well for him until graduate school, where he ran into a serious snag.

Using Accommodations
Daniels’s goal was to become a scientist, so he applied to doctoral programs and
took the Graduate Record Examination (GRE). The GRE consists of timed silent
reading comprehension questions; even the chemistry section tests reading com-
prehension (see sample questions at www.ets.org/Media/Tests/GRE/pdf/
Chemistry.pdf). The results of Daniels’s GRE test revealed enormous discrepan-
cies between his extremely high and low scores in different content areas.

Daniels scored in the highest (99.9th) percentile nationally in chemistry. In
contrast, he scored in the lowest (16th) percentile in English. Based on his extraor-
dinarily high chemistry score—the top 1% nationwide—Daniels was admitted to
the California Institute of Technology with a full scholarship in the doctoral chem-
istry program. Once in the program, he excelled in science courses and experi-
mental laboratory work; however, his language weaknesses continued to plague
him. Although he took a course to prepare for the required French proficiency
exam, he continually failed the exam. There were serious consequences.

They cut my scholarship and...told me not to come to the lab anymore.
They told me I was going to f lunk out of graduate school if I didn’t
pass the second-language requirement.

So Daniels studied French full time and took the French exam again, but to no
avail. At that point, though, Daniels’s thesis advisor recognized Daniels’s talent as an
experimentalist and finally advocated for special accommodations for him in French.

He went to bat for me and convinced the graduate committee that I
was an unusual circumstance, that I was a good experimentalist who
couldn’t pass the French test. He convinced them to let me do a
translation project instead of the test. And they let me use a dictionary
for the translation.
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Like other striving readers, Daniels could not read a foreign language accu-
rately without the aid of a dictionary. However, with a dictionary by his side, he
was able to translate a scholarly scientific article from French to English and, fi-
nally, pass the foreign-language requirement.

Without these accommodations, Daniels would have flunked out of graduate
school. His dream of becoming a scientist would have been shattered, and we
would not have benefited from his discoveries—discoveries that have spawned ma-
jor advances in modern medicine.

Reading as an Adult
Today, Daniels reads at college and graduate school levels when using upper-level,
meaning-making skills (e.g., Nelson-Denny Reading Test: vocabulary = grade 17.1,
graduate school level; silent reading comprehension = grade 16.9, advanced college
level). However, Daniels still has gaps in basic, lower level skills such as word
recognition (out of context), word analysis, spelling, and oral reading, as shown
by results on the Diagnostic Assessments of Reading With Trial Teaching
Strategies (spelling = sixth-grade level; oral reading = eighth-grade level). (Figure 5
shows additional details of Daniels’s reading profile of strengths and weaknesses.)

Daniels still moves his lips while reading silently the way children do when
they are first learning to read. This slows him down considerably (Nelson-Denny
Reading Rate SS = 181). His slow reading speed indicates poor integration of
visual–graphic, phonological, and semantic, meaning-making skills. Daniels has
not developed the seamless automaticity of most skilled readers; however, his
overall functioning as a reader is high. He comprehends and writes at Stage 5
(Chall, 1983), the highest possible level, as his impressive publications attest. This
suggests that Daniels developed his reading ability by following a developmental
pathway different from that of most readers—an atypical web-like pathway.

An Alternative Pathway to Reading
According to traditional models of reading development, a child who follows a
“normative” pathway climbs the sequential rungs of a ladder and moves progres-
sively upward from lower level visual–graphic and sound-analysis skills to higher
level semantic skills (including symbolic, abstract, and inferential meaning mak-
ing). Later, the three elements of reading become integrated in an almost seamless
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fashion so reading becomes rapid, efficient, and automatic in the normative path-
way (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974).

However, Roy Daniels did not follow this normative pathway; nor did one
third of the individuals in this study. Instead, they developed reading through a
different web-like pathway. For Daniels, skills did not become well integrated in
a smooth, seamless fashion. For him (at least in unfamiliar reading situations), the
elements of visual–graphic, sound-analysis, and meaning-making skills remain
partly independent and only partly integrated.

For example, Daniels could not automatically distinguish between horse and
house when I tested him. He strategized by reading them twice to make sure he was
correct. And even now, he is not automatic in distinguishing between look-alike let-
ters such as b and d. A strategy used by some individuals in this study is to scan the
page for a familiar word, such as but, then match the b in but to the b in the unfamil-
iar word and decipher its letters. This circuitous alternative pathway reveals a lack
of coordination and automaticity. In Daniels’s alternative pathway, coordination and
integration are lacking among the key components of reading when he reads texts
that are not about science. Daniels still lacks automaticity when he reads unfamil-
iar material. In contrast, he reads with apparent ease, speed, and automaticity when
reading science texts. His fluency as a reader depends on the content area.

Content Area–Dependent Fluency
Roy Daniels is f luent and comprehends scientific texts at the highest possible
level due to the wealth of background knowledge from which he draws. However,
in less familiar content areas, he shows clear evidence of dysfluency: an extreme-
ly halting, hesitant oral style; lack of appropriate expression; and frequent decod-
ing errors. Is Daniels a fluent reader? It depends on the content area. He reads
different types of texts with varying degrees of ease and automaticity. Daniels’s
fluency depends on the text, its interest to him, its structure, familiarity, concepts,
and vocabulary. His fluency is variable, depending on the content area.

This finding of variable, or differentiated, reading ability in different content
areas or domains extends Stanovich’s (1986) notion of Matthew Effects to a
within-the-individual analysis: The more a student reads in one content area,
the “richer” or better the student’s reading becomes in that content area. Daniels’s
content-variable fluency raises a new question: Should the concept of fluency be
expanded to embrace a more flexible concept similar to the way that Gardner
(1983) expanded the notion of intelligence to a more dynamic theory that includes
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multiple intelligences? Perhaps there are multiple f luencies. A more f lexible,
intra-individual notion of fluency might help us understand how children read
personally appealing texts with more ease and skill than other texts. Fluency
may not be simple, unidimensional, or static; rather, it may turn out to be a more
complex, dynamic phenomenon that varies with the subject.

Daniels’s case study argues for a more flexible notion of f luency that ac-
counts for variability based on the content area. Currently, research is in progress
to investigate the validity of this new, more flexible concept (see Fink, 2004a,
2004b). A more flexible concept could help raise educators’ awareness of the enor-
mous disparities that some students show in their ability to read different types of
texts. Daniels shows dysfluent reading in English, history, and foreign languages.
However, he reads and writes science materials at the highest possible level. In the
domain of science, he is famous and has contributed—on a large scale—to world
knowledge.

What Teachers and Families Can Do
Roy Daniels’s story is relevant for other readers who struggle, not just budding sci-
entists. Parents and teachers can promote resilience and success by working to-
gether and considering key aspects of Daniels’s experience. Results from his case
study support the Interest-Based Model of Reading. The results contain power-
ful lessons for teachers, guidance counselors, and families who want to help oth-
er striving readers:

1. Look for underlying abilities and multiple intelligences.

2. Create content area libraries in classrooms.

3. Use content area websites and CD-ROMs.

4. Encourage hands-on activities.

5. Consider content area–dependent fluency.

Look for Underlying Abilities and Multiple Intelligences
Parents, teachers, and other educators should look for underlying strengths and
talents in each student. We must not underestimate the abilities of striving

readers, who may show enormous discrepancies between their high and low skills.
“Watering down” the curriculum to the student’s lowest skill level in one subject
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(such as reading) may lead us to overlook the student’s talent in another subject
(such as science). To avoid this, we should encourage students to take challenging
courses in all content areas, including higher level math and science. Reading dif-
ficulties such as Roy Daniels’s may obscure a student’s strengths in quantitative and
scientific reasoning. Educators have a duty to provide access to stimulating upper
level courses to all interested students, including those who struggle. Like Daniels,
some students may surprise us if we give them a chance to try.

Create Content Area Libraries
To encourage striving readers like Roy Daniels to read about their interests, teach-
ers should create their own content area libraries full of enticing materials at all
readability levels. Trade books are an excellent place to start. A list of high-
quality science trade books for students at different reading levels is included in
Additional Resources (pages 86–88). The list specifies science books appropriate
for elementary, middle school, and high school students and adults, and contains
selections on a wide range of captivating science topics.

Outstanding titles for elementary school children include Balkwill and
Rolph’s Gene Machines (2002a), Germ Zappers (2002b), and Have a Nice DNA
(2002c). These lively texts use humor and everyday situations to explain complex
concepts about molecular biology and modern genetics. The language and illustra-
tions communicate scientific ideas in ways that will amuse children and adults
alike. Several of these books, although lighthearted, have a distinct ring of authen-
ticity because they were written by real scientists. Some terrific examples include
The Space Place (Sharman, 1997), by a female astronaut; Planet Ocean (Bett, 1997),
by a marine biologist; and Brainbox (Rose & Lichtenfels, 1997), by a brain and be-
havior researcher. In addition, I recommend The Big Book of the Brain: All About
the Body’s Control Center (Farndon, 2000), which explains not only nerve cells and
neurotransmitters, but also “getting nervous.” I also suggest using A Drop of Blood
(Showers, 2004), which contains amusing rhymes and comic characters that ex-
plain the function of blood. In addition, the book Gorilla, Monkey & Ape (Redmond,
2000) reveals the truth about monkey myths, people and primates, and gorilla
family life. Colorful illustrations entice the reader and clarify each concept.

For middle school students, the Additional Resources list includes excellent
books written by science teachers with extensive classroom experience. As a re-
sult, they are full of practical ideas and explicit instructions for teachers. Two
superb examples are Teaching the Fun of Science (VanCleave, 2001) and Scientific
American: Great Science Fair Projects (Rosner, 2000).
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For high school students and adults, there are wonderful books on the list
that capture the adventure of science and the magnetic pull of new discoveries.
Included here are Madame Curie: A Biography (Curie, 1937/2001), about the only
woman ever to win two Nobel prizes: one in physics and one in chemistry. This
book contains a new introduction by award-winning science writer Natalie
Angier, whose animated writing style is full of vivid metaphors. I also recommend
The Double Helix: A Personal Account of the Discovery of the Structure of DNA
(Watson, 1980). This vivid retelling of the discovery of DNA is full of suspense
and reads like a mystery novel. Finally, A Feeling for the Organism: The Life and
Work of Barbara McClintock (Keller, 1983) is an inspiring biography that tells
about Nobel laureate McClintock’s fascinating work with corn.

Use Content Area Websites and CD-ROMs
New technology offers great resources about every conceivable subject. One of the
most exciting aspects of computer access to Web information lies in the wealth
of new, up-to-date information that is now readily available with the click of a
mouse. Quick and easy access to new information is a benefit in all content ar-
eas. However, it is especially helpful for students interested in science, a domain
in which new discoveries occur daily at a truly mind-boggling pace. For this rea-
son, the value of the World Wide Web cannot be overstated. Parents and teachers
should guide students to take advantage of the wealth of new Web information.
There is, of course, one caveat: Students need to be taught how to evaluate the
quality and credibility of information provided by this wonderful new technology.
Two good books to assist parents and teachers are Literacy Online: New Tools for
Struggling Readers and Writers (Wood, 2004) and Teaching With the Internet K–12:
New Literacies for New Times (Leu, Leu, & Coiro, 2004). (Figure 6 shows a teacher
guiding a student as he conducts Internet research.)

For students and others interested in science, Additional Resources (pages
88–90) includes websites and CD-ROMs with up-to-date science information.

Encourage Hands-On Activities
Roy Daniels was into “doing science” by the age of 8. He conducted experiments
that helped him develop reading skills, scientific thinking, experimental ability,
and confidence. How can teachers engage other students in doing science? One of
the best ways is through hands-on classroom demonstrations and experiments.
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The teacher does not need to be a science expert; all that is needed is a desire to
engage students by exploring new activities.

Fortunately, there are excellent books available to guide teachers and stu-
dents in fascinating, easy-to-perform experiments. One exciting resource for
grades 4 and up is Sports Science: 40 Goal-Scoring, High-Flying, Medal-Winning
Experiments for Kids! (Wiese, 2002). This book contains intriguing sports-related
experiments that will engage most students, regardless of their skill level. Each
easy-to-do experiment includes a list of simple materials, step-by-step proce-
dures, and a concise explanation of the experiment’s results. Also included are
thought-provoking questions that guide critical thinking and interpretation of
each experiment. For example, a chapter on brain signals and athletic practice
poses the question, “If Michael Jordan was such a great professional basketball
player, why did he have trouble playing professional baseball at the same level?”
Students will be able to answer this intriguing question after conducting a sim-
ple experiment on themselves.

Another outstanding science book mentioned previously is Teaching the Fun
of Science. Author Janet VanCleave’s enthusiastic tone is exhilarating. This book is
aligned with the National Science Education Standards (see Olson & Loucks-
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Horsley, 2000) and packed with teaching tips, vocabulary words, extension activi-
ties, and reproducible projects. The author makes the scientific process fun by se-
lecting intriguing topics (e.g., What would your weight be on different planets?
What exactly is static electricity?). She shows teachers how to present the scientif-
ic method in an exciting way and how to organize experiments and set up collabo-
rative science groups. Students learn not only science and reading skills but also
interpersonal skills. Most of the materials needed for the experiments are easy-to-
obtain household items. Other science supplies are easy to order through catalog
suppliers and specialty stores (see Additional Resources, pages 90–91).

In addition, museums are great places for engaging students in the wonders
of learning. Fortunately, many cities and suburbs have their own museums devot-
ed to education in each content area, including science. Exhibits and programs
in science museums are usually theme based and encourage hands-on activities.
For example, the Dolan DNA Learning Center is a world class science museum
in Cold Spring Harbor, New York. Masterminded by Nobel laureate James D.
Watson, the Dolan Center runs a thoughtfully designed program with many
facets: museum–school partnerships, school field trips, interactive exhibits, labo-
ratory demonstrations, experiments, readings, videos, computer activities, and
lectures. When I visited, I especially liked an exhibit called “The Genes We Share,”
which uses activity stations and demonstrations to engage children in exploring
their own unique genome. In addition, I also observed children interacting at
learning stations about human traits and human cells (e.g., color vision, finger-
prints, “eye-dentification,” and hair and cheek cells). Children were also involved
in exhibits about identical twins, the human genome, family trees, human ances-
tors, and a model of DNA.

In addition to exhibits, science museums often have websites that contain a
wealth of scientific information. Additional Resources (pages 91–92) includes an
annotated list of science museum websites.

Consider Content Area–Dependent Fluency
As previously mentioned, today Roy Daniels reads highly technical science texts
with excellent fluency and comprehension. On the other hand, he is less fluent
when reading English or history books. Daniels’s variable fluency suggests the
need to expand the notion of fluency to a more flexible concept—a concept that ac-
counts for variability based on text content and style.

How many people are fluent and can read physics texts with ease? Probably
not many. Does this mean that overall they are not fluent readers? Probably not.
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It simply means that they read some types of texts with better ease and under-
standing than others. Daniels may be less of an exception than we think; his
wide skill disparities may be an extreme example of a common phenomenon: vari-
able fluency based on the text’s content area.

Teachers, families, and others who work with striving readers need to be
aware that a student may be a fluent reader in one content area but a less fluent
reader when presented with texts in a less familiar content area. An individual’s
reading ability may vary greatly, depending on the text. The subject and content
of each text matters.

Conclusion:
Multiple Pathways to Reading Success

Roy Daniels’s story fits the Interest-Based Model of Reading. His reading develop-
ment was driven by his strong interest in and fascination with science; he read sci-
ence texts avidly based on his intense desire to learn more about this subject of
passionate, personal interest.

Daniels’s story is a tale of multiple intelligences, disparate abilities, and mul-
tiple pathways to success. Daniels shows evidence of enormous strengths in sci-
ence; at the same time, he shows ongoing weaknesses in some basic, lower level
reading skills—weaknesses that remain with him into adulthood. Daniels demon-
strates different levels of reading fluency, depending on the type of text that he
reads. This result suggests the need for a new, expanded concept of fluency—one
that accounts for variable fluency based on the content area of the text.

Results from Daniels’s case study point to the need for family members and
teachers to consider each student’s multiple intelligences. Awareness of multiple
intelligences can help ensure that striving readers’ talents and abilities are not
overlooked. Daniels was told not to take elementary algebra, to give up on his
dream of becoming a scientist. As chapter 4 shows, other striving readers in the
study were also discouraged from pursuing their dreams. Nevertheless they suc-
ceeded as readers and professionals, either by modifying their initial goals or by
pursuing their goals in spite of what others told them.
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Books for Science Lovers

Elementary Science Books
Ardley, N. (1991). The science book of electricity. San Diego, CA: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich.
Baldwin, R.F. (2003). This is the sea that feeds us. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications.
Balkwill, F., & Rolph M. (1993). Cells are us. Cold Spring Harbor, NY: Cold Spring Harbor

Laboratory Press.
Balkwill, F., & Rolph M. (2002). Enjoy your cells. Cold Spring Harbor, NY: Cold Spring Harbor

Laboratory Press.
Balkwill, F., & Rolph M. (2002). Gene machines. Cold Spring Harbor, NY: Cold Spring Harbor

Laboratory Press.
Balkwill, F., & Rolph M. (2002). Germ zappers. New York: Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press.
Balkwill, F., & Rolph M. (2002). Have a nice DNA. Cold Spring Harbor, NY: Cold Spring Harbor

Laboratory Press.
Berger, M. (2002). Why I sneeze, shiver, hiccup, and yawn. New York: HarperCollins.
Branley, F.M. (2000). What the moon is like. New York: HarperCollins.
Cerullo, M.M. (1993). Sharks: Challengers of the deep. New York: Cobblehill Books.
Cole, J. (1986). Hungry, hungry sharks. New York: Random House.
Darian, S. (2002). Grandpa’s garden. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications.
Disney, W. (2003). Finding Nemo: The ultimate sticker book. New York: DK Publishing.
Duke, K. (1997). Archaeologists dig for clues. New York: Harper Books.
Dyson, M.J. (2003). Home on the moon: Living on a space frontier. Washington, DC: National

Geographic.
Farland, D. (2002). Jungle Jane. Oxford, MA: Authentic Perceptions Press.
Fredericks, A. (2000). Under one rock: Bugs, slugs, and other ughs. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications.
Iverson, D. (2002). My favorite tree. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications.
Kerrod, R. (2002). Our solar system: 100 questions and answers. New York: Kingfisher.
Lavies, B. (1993). A gathering of garter snakes. New York: Dutton.
Martin, J. (1991). Chameleons: Dragons in the trees. New York: Crown.
Martin, J. (1998). Tentacles: The amazing world of octopus, squid, and their relatives. New York: Crown.
Pallotta, J. (1986). The ocean alphabet book. Watertown, MA: Charlesbridge.
Reed-Jones, C. (2002). A tree in the ancient forest. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications.
Rice, D. (2000). Do animals have feelings? Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications.
Schmidt, V.E., & Rockcastle, V.N. (2002). Teaching science with everyday things. Dubuque, IA:

Kendall/Hunt.
Showers, P. (2000). What happens to a hamburger. New York: HarperCollins.
Showers, P. (2000). Where does the garbage go? New York: HarperCollins.
Showers, P. (2004). A drop of blood. New York: HarperCollins.
Tate, S. (1991). Tammy Turtle: A tale of saving turtles. Nags Head, NC: Nags Head Art.
Tate, S. (1992). Danny & Daisy: A tale of a dolphin duo. Nags Head, NC: Nags Head Art.
VanCleave, J. (1993). Microscopes and magnifying lenses: Mind-boggling chemistry and biology ex-

periments you can turn into science fair projects. New York: Wiley.
VanCleave, J. (2000). Science around the year: Dozens of seasonal projects, loads of facts. New

York: Wiley.A
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Wiese, J. (2002). Sports science: 40 goal-scoring, high-f lying, medal-winning experiments for kids.
New York: Wiley.

Middle School Science Books
Atkins, J. (2000). Girls who looked under rocks: The lives of six pioneering naturalists. Nevada

City, CA: Dawn Publications.
Bett, B. (1997). Planet ocean. London: Portland Press.
Billings, C.W. (1995). Supercomputers: Shaping the future (Facts on File). New York: Freeman.
Bortz, F. (1995). Catastrophe! Great engineering failure—and success. New York: Freeman.
Brandenburg, J. (1993). To the top of the world: Adventures with Arctic wolves. New York: Walker. 
Cobb, V., & Cobb, J. (1993). Light action! Amazing experiments with optics. New York:

HarperCollins.
Collins, M. (1994). Flying to the moon: An astronaut’s story. Somerville, MA: Sunburst.
Farndon, J. (2000). The big book of the brain: All about the body’s control center. New York: Peter

Bedrick Books.
Goodall, J. (1996). My life with the chimpanzees. New York: Pocket.
Harbaugh, K. (2002). Middle school science challenge. Arlington, VA: National Science Teachers

Association.
Isaacson, P.M. (1988). Round buildings, square buildings, and buildings that wriggle like a fish. New

York: Knopf.
Kronstadt, J. (1990). Florence Sabin: Medical researcher. New York: Chelsea House.
Lauber, P. (1996). Flood: Wrestling with the Mississippi. Washington, DC: National Geographic Society.
Lindblom, S. (1991). Fly the hot ones. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Macaulay, D. (1988). The way things work. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Painter, M. (1997). Satellite fever. London: Portland Press.
Parker, S. (1995). Thomas Edison and electricity. New York: Chelsea House.
Patent, D.H. (1996). Biodiversity. New York: Clarion.
Pflaum, R. (1993). Marie Curie and her daughter Irene. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner.
Pringle, L. (1993). Jackal woman: Exploring the world of jackals. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Redmond, I. (2000). Gorilla, monkey, & ape. New York: Dorling Kindersley.
Rose, S., & Lichtenfels, A. (1997). Brainbox. London: Portland Press.
Rosner, M. (2000). Scientific American science fair: Great projects. New York: John Wiley & Sons.
Sharman, H. (1997). The space place. London: Portland Press.
Stille, D.R. (1995). Extraordinary women scientists. New York: Children’s Press.
Streissguth, T. (1995). Rocket man: The story of Robert Goddard. Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda

Books.
VanCleave, J. (2001). Teaching the fun of science. New York: Wiley.
Vare, E.A. (1993). Women inventors and their discoveries. Minneapolis, MN: Oliver Press.
Wadsworth, G. (1992). Rachel Carson: Voice for the earth. Minneapolis, MN: Lerner.
Yount, L. (1994). Contemporary women scientists (Facts on File). New York: Freeman.

High School and Adult Science Books
Curie, E. (2001). Madame Curie: A biography. New York: Academic Press. (Original work pub-

lished 1937)

A
D

D
IT

IO
N

A
L

 R
E

S
O

U
R

C
E

S



88

deKruif, P. (2003). The microbe hunters. New York: Academic Press. (Original work published
1926)

Einstein, A. (2005). The meaning of relativity. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University. (Original
work published 1948)

Ellis, R. (2003). The empty ocean: Plundering the world’s marine life. Washington, DC: Island
Press/Shearwater Books.

Garrett, L. (1994). The coming plague: Newly emerging disease in a world out of balance. New York:
Penguin.

Garrett, L. (2002). Betrayal of trust: The collapse of global public health. New York: Penguin.
Head, T. (Ed.). (2006). Conversations with Carl Sagan. Jackson, MS: University Press of

Mississippi.
Keller, E.F. (1983). A feeling for the organism: The life and work of Barbara McClintock. New

York: Freeman.
Koprowski, H., & Oldstone, M.B.A. (Eds.). (1996). Microbe hunters—Then and now. New York:

Academic Press.
Leopold, A., & Schwartz, C.W. (2000). A sand county almanac and sketches from here and there.

New York: Ballantine Books.
Maddox, B. (2002). Rosalind Franklin: The dark lady of DNA. New York: HarperCollins.
Margulis, L., Matthews, C., & Haselton, A. (Eds.). (2000). Environmental evolution: Effects of the

origins and evolution of life on planet earth (2nd ed.). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Margulis, L., & Sagan, D. (1997). The microcosmos: Four billion years of microbial evolution.

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
Miller, J., Engelberg, S., & Broad, W. (2001). Germs: Biological weapons and America’s secret

war. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Morowitz, H.J. (1992). The thermodynamics of pizza. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.
Pollen, M. (2002). The botany of desire: A plants-eye view of the world. New York: Random House.
Ryan, F. (1992). The forgotten plague: How the battle against tuberculosis was won—and lost.

Boston: Little, Brown.
Sagan, C. (1997). Billions and billions: Thoughts on life and death at the brink of the millennium.

New York: Random House.
Sagan, C. (2002). Cosmos. New York: Random House.
Sagan, D., & Margulis, L. (1993). The garden of microbial delights: A practical guide to the subvis-

ible world. Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt.
Sayre, A. (1995). Rosalind Franklin and DNA. New York: Norton.
Watson, J.D. (1980). The double helix. New York: Atheneum. (Original work published 1968)
Watson, J.D. (2002). Genes, girls, and Gamow: After the double helix. New York: Knopf.

Science Websites and CD-ROMs

Science Websites
Global Warming International Center: www.globalwarming.net

This website includes up-to-date research results about numerous aspects of global warm-
ing, including the use of solar energy, hydrogen-powered automobiles, aviation, and so forth.A
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The website contains recent news articles about global warming worldwide; the information
is advanced and most appropriate for students in grade 10–adult.

National Academies Press: www.nap.edu
This superb website provides a wealth of information and a wide array of excellent science
books for students in grades K–12. A teacher’s guide is available for each book in a new series
sponsored by the National Science Foundation. The books form the literacy component of a
science curriculum that integrates lessons in science, language arts, history, and social studies.
Topics include: animal studies, ecosystems, electric circuits, experiments with plants, floating
and sinking, food chemistry, land and water, magnets and motion, measuring times, mi-
croworlds, and others. Visitors to the website can view portions of the books online.

National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA): www.nasa.gov
This engaging website has information and lively activities designated for parents, teach-
ers, and students (pre-K–adult). The site has vocabulary lessons, sound effects, cartoon char-
acters in bright colors, and interactive games and activities that impart scientific information
through hands-on learning experiences.

National Science Foundation: www.nsf.gov
This well-organized website has materials for parents and teachers of students in grade K–adult.
Lessons and web resources are arranged by topic to make it easy to find resources of interest and
create lessons and at-home activities. Resources include books, films, television programs, mu-
seums, and so forth. The wide array of topics cover Arctic and Antarctic science, astronomy and
space, biology, chemistry and materials, computing, earth and the environment, engineering,
mathematics, nanoscience, people and society, physics, and science education.

National Science Teachers Association: www.NSTA.org
This is an excellent website for teachers. Among its most useful features is an annually posted
peer-reviewed list called NSTA Outstanding Science Trade Books for Students K–adult. Each
book is annotated and listed by category (e.g., archaeology, anthropology, paleontology).

National Wildlife Federation: www.nwf.org 
This interesting website contains information on diverse wildlife topics and features three
nature magazines for students at all levels, pre-K–adult: Wild Animal Baby (preschool);
Your Big Backyard (K–2); and Ranger Rick (2–adult). Teachers’ guides are available for each
grade level: pre-K, K–2, 3–5, 6–8, and 9–adult. The website is enticing and features a virtu-
al girl who talks directly to website visitors while she appears to walk toward them.
Magazine subscriptions are available online or from the National Wildlife Federation, PO
Box 2038, Harlan, Iowa 51593.

Terrific Science: http://terrificscience.org
This website is for parents, teachers, and students in grades 1–12 and above. It contains
many free resources, including a database of published Terrific Science activities linked to
the National Science Education Standards. Materials and activities on this site teach key top-
ics in science as well as scientific process skills. Included are a free searchable activity index,
a lesson and lab exchange, and toy-based and literature-based science activities. In addition,
there is a list of summer camps where activities focus on science.

The website also has a sales webpage—Terrific Science Books, Kits, & More—which lists
books and kits with hands-on science activities designed to inform and excite children about
science. For example, Terrific Science at Home Kits (grades 1–5) have three engaging science
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activities that introduce the science concept, connect the science to a storybook, and apply
science concepts to a new challenge. These kits are appropriate for small-group activities and
provide scientific explanations, assessment guides with answers, and children’s instruction
booklets with science journal pages. Another example is Instant Science Kits (grades 1–11),
which are available in both Spanish and English. Each kit is designed for a different grade
level and contains fun, reusable science toys, instructions for seven different experiments,
extending activities using common household items, and scientific explanations.

Another feature of this website is its Integrated Science book series. Included here are books
such as Teaching Physical Science Through Children’s Literature (for grades K–4), which has re-
producible pages that connect science and literature in 20 lessons using favorite children’s sto-
ries. Another intriguing resource is the Toy-Based science book series (for grades K–9), which
includes hands-on activities that explore the science behind toys and everyday materials.
Titles include Teaching Chemistry With Toys, Teaching Physics With Toys, and Investigating
Solids, Liquids, and Gases With Toys. This website also has a Real-World Science book series for
grades 5–12 and a High School/College-Level book series.

CD-ROMs
Britannica Software. (1991). Compton’s Multimedia Encyclopedia [Computer software]. San

Francisco: Author.
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organization. (1996). The Dynamic

Rainforest [Computer software]. Clayton South, Victoria, Australia: Author.
Grolier Interactive/Scholastic. (1999). Grolier Multimedia Encyclopedia [Computer software].

New York: Author.
Scholastic. (1994). Scholastic’s The Magic School Bus Explores the Human Body [Computer

software]. Redmond, WA: Microsoft.
Scholastic. (1994). Scholastic’s The Magic School Bus Explores the Solar System [Computer soft-

ware]. Redmond, WA: Microsoft.
World Book. World Book Encyclopedia [Computer software]. Renton, WA: Topics

Entertainment.

Science Supply Resources

Catalog Companies
Carolina Biological Supply Company
2700 York Road, Burlington, NC 27215; (800) 334-5551

Cuisenaire
10 Bank Street, PO Box 5026, White Plains, NY 10606; (800) 237-3142

Delta Education
PO Box 915, Hudson, NH 03051-0915; (800) 258-1302A
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Fisher Scientific—Educational Materials Division
485 South Frontage Road, Burr Ridge, IL 60521; (708) 655-4410; (800) 766-7000

Frey Scientific Division of Beckley Cardy
100 Paragon Parkway, Mansfield, OH 44903; (800) 225-3739

NASCO
901 Jamesville Avenue, PO Box 901, Fort Atkinson, WI 53538; (800) 558-9595

Sargent-Welch
911 Commerce Court, Buffalo Grove, IL 60089; (800) 727-4368

Showboard
PO Box 10656, Tampa, FL 33679-0656; (800) 323-9189

Ward’s Natural Science
5100 West Henrietta Road, Rochester, NY 14586; (800) 962-2660

Stores
The Discovery Store
15046 Beltway Drive, Dallas, TX 75244; (214) 490-8299

Mineral of the Month Club
1290 Ellis Avenue, Cambria, CA 93428; (800) 941-5594; cambriaman@thegrid.net; 

www.mineralofthemonthclub.com

Nature Company
750 Hearst Avenue, Berkeley, CA 94701; (800) 227-1114

Nature of Things
10700 West Venture Drive, Franklin, WI 53132-2804; (800) 283-2921

World of Science
900 Jefferson Road, Building 4, Rochester, NY 14623; (716) 475-0100

Science Museum Websites

Adler Planetarium and Astronomy Museum, Chicago, IL
www.adlerplanetarium.org

The site of this museum provides information about the solar system, space travel, and oth-
er intriguing topics for children and adults.
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American Museum of Natural History, New York, NY
www.amnh.org

The site of this preeminent museum for research and education (which has over 32 million
specimens and artifacts) has information about its famous dinosaur exhibit, educational pro-
grams, and field trips.

Boston Children’s Museum, Boston, MA
www.bostonkids.org

This site provides interactive, hands-on exhibits, children’s activities, a teacher center, teach-
ing kits, and much more.

Boston Museum of Science, Boston, MA
www.mos.org

This site provides information about exhibits, workshops, movies, scientific materials, and
more.

Dolan DNA Learning Center/Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, Cold Spring Harbor, NY
www.dnalc.org/home.html

This site has educational information about topics on genetics and gene expression. It pro-
vides a wide variety of online DNA resources as well as information about workshops,
field trips, courses, and products.

Exploratorium, San Francisco, CA
www.exploratorium.edu

The site of this fascinating San Francisco museum of science, art, and human perception
provides interactive online exhibits, activities, websites, and more.

Frederick Phineas and Sandra Priest Rose Center for Earth and Science, New York, NY
www.fieldtrip.com/ny/27695101.htm

This site is distinctive in that it features highly engaging high-tech exhibits.

Hayden Planetarium, New York, NY
www.haydenplanetarium.org

The site of this enchanting planetarium teaches about the solar system, weightlessness in
space, and a wide variety of other topics about astronomy and space.

Notebaert Nature Museum, Chicago, IL
www.chias.org

This site offers information about nature and environmental science, midwestern U.S. envi-
ronmental issues, Chicago’s unique ecosystems, and the science of Grossology—the impo-
lite science that children love. It uses recreated habitats, interactive river models, and more
to make science come alive for children.
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Debunking Some 
Myths About 

Gender and Reading

Myths about gender and reading abound, not only in the popular culture,
but also among educators. For example, many educators believe that
girls who struggle with reading problems receive plenty of attention,
whereas boys who struggle are frequently overlooked. In fact, research

suggests just the opposite: Boys at all stages of schooling, preschool through grad-
uate school, receive more attention from teachers, regardless of whether the
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teacher is male or female (American Association of University Women [AAUW],
1992; Maynard, 2002; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Boys who struggle with reading re-
ceive more help (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2006).

So, do gender myths constrain reading development? Some answers are re-
vealed in the results of my study, especially in the cases of three highly successful
women: Susan Brown, a well-regarded filmmaker; Sylvia Law, an award-winning
lawyer; and Florence Haseltine, a national leader in gynecology and women’s
health research. (Case histories of three men were the focus of chapters 2 and 3.)

Gender and Reading Experiences
Children develop concepts of gender early. By the age of 2 or 3, they already
know most gender stereotypes and behave accordingly (Best et al., 1977; Carter
& Levy, 1988; Haugh, Hoffman, & Cowan, 1980; Urberg, 1982). Most children
act in gender-stereotyped ways, suggesting that being male or female is central to
our core self-identity. Apparently, defining ourselves in terms of gender trig-
gers a developmental process with major implications for our sense of who we
are and which of our abilities and interests we choose to develop. Recently, read-
ing researchers have been reconsidering traditional notions of gender that mar-
ginalize some children and limit the thinking of most people to constraining,
stereotypical molds (Blackburn, 2003; Brozo, 2002; Dyson, 1997; Finders, 1997;
Maynard, 2002).

According to researchers, boys’ and girls’ reading experiences differ in
several ways (Brozo, 2002; Brozo, Walter, & Placker, 2002; Guzzetti, Young,
Gritsavage, Fyfe, & Hardenbrook, 2002; Hardenbrook, 1997; Millard, 1997;
Vogel, 1990; Young, 2000). First, more boys than girls are placed in special edu-
cation due to reading difficulties (Brozo, 2002). On the other hand, girls who
struggle with reading are more likely to be overlooked than boys (Shaywitz &
Shaywitz, 2006). A review of the research literature shows that, for a girl with
reading difficulties to get extra help, she has to have more severe problems than
a boy (Vogel, 1990). Nevertheless, even though teachers at all grade levels pay
more attention to boys (AAUW, 1992; Maynard, 2002; Sadker & Sadker, 1994),
many boys are alienated by reading as it is taught in school. Many boys, in their
desire to be considered “real boys,” resist reading in the belief that reading is
mostly “for girls” (Brozo, 2002).
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As I conducted my research, I was curious about gender myths and the dif-
ferences and similarities among the striving male and female readers in my study.

Differences in Text Choices
The results about gender fit the Interest-Based Model of Reading. Both the men
and the women in my study were equally avid readers who read everything they
could get their hands on about their favorite topics. However, the men and women
preferred distinctly different types of texts. Their reading preferences followed tra-
ditional gender patterns (refer to Table 2 on page 9). Women, more often than
men, noted the “pull” of fiction, especially novels about personal relationships.
They were particularly drawn to romances, even when history was ostensibly
the subject.

I remember reading many historical novels; I read those avidly,
particularly about the Tudor and Stuart periods. Because mainly
they were lovely love stories.
ANN L. BROWN (EDUCATIONAL RESEARCHER)

Men, more often than women, were drawn to factual, information-loaded mate-
rials found in nonfiction texts such as history books.

I always read history books. Beginning in grade school. And even
today, I’m a [U.S.] Civil War buff. I love to read about the Civil War.
ROBERT KNAPP (GYNECOLOGIST)

Gender differences in reading preferences were evident even though reading
test results showed no differences at all in skill levels: The men and women in
my study became equally skilled readers, regardless of gender.

Pleasure Reading
The men and women also became equally engaged while reading—experiencing
feelings of pleasure, amazement, and intense concentration. Regardless of gender,
reading for them was a “flow” experience—a feeling of being carried away on a
pleasurable current (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991).
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I was amazed that I could be so locked in a book. It was like the
discovery of how a book could take me somewhere different and take
me into a world and characters that I could identify with.
PRISCILLA SANVILLE (ARTS EDUCATOR)

I loved stories; stories had the power to transport me!
A. MCDONALD VAZ (WRITER)

However, more of the women than men read more than 10 books a year for
pleasure—a result that fits with the habits of other skilled readers. On average, fe-
males of all ages read more books than their male counterparts (Finucci,
Whitehouse, Isaacs, & Childs, 1984; Whitehead & Maddren, 1974).

Persistence and Empathy
Persistence and empathy were enduring personality traits for two thirds of these
men and women. Regardless of gender, they believed their reading difficulties had
led them to persist despite facing daunting obstacles. The trait of persistence—
the ability to bounce back after failure—helped them succeed by enabling them
to develop resilient attitudes and habits, try new solutions and accommodations,
and ultimately develop their talents. Without the grit to persist, they probably nev-
er would have gone to college and graduate school, practiced demanding profes-
sions, or contributed books in their fields of expertise.

Regarding empathy, both the men and the women explained that they could
empathize with others who struggle, because they had “been there” and, conse-
quently, knew what it felt like. Very likely, this empathic trait helped them to forge
strong interpersonal connections—connections that were important when they
needed assistance from others.

Differences in Mentoring
During their elementary school years, both the men and the women in this study
received help and support from teachers and parents (mostly from mothers).
However, there were gender differences in mentoring from their extended fami-
lies. Men in the study received academic help and guidance from extended fami-
ly members such as grandparents, uncles, cousins, and so forth. In contrast, none
of the women received help from relatives. There were other gender differences in
mentoring as well, most dramatically after elementary school. Overall, the men
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had twice as many mentors as the women, beginning in middle school and extend-
ing to adulthood. In addition, men received more attention at home.

My brother has almost all the same learning problems that I have, but
he got lots of attention. I didn’t. My mother didn’t even realize that I
couldn’t read until I was almost 11.
FLORENCE HASELTINE (GYNECOLOGIST)

It was kind of like the whole world revolved around my brother Bob,
who was dyslexic. My mother spent so much time with him! She
ignored my sister Arlene and me, even though we were both dyslexic,
too.
KATHLEEN YELLIN (HOTEL MANAGER)

Differences in Expectations
Each man and woman in the study was asked what differences, if any, they
thought they would have experienced if they had been of a different gender but
had the same talents and the same reading difficulties. Results of the study
showed that 93% of the women, compared to only 67% of the men, thought they
would have been treated differently. Of the 30 women who responded, 28 be-
lieved that their home or school experiences would have been more positive. In
contrast, of the 30 men who responded, only 20 men thought that being female
would have made a difference (in most cases, a negative one). (Table 7 summa-
rizes these results.)
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Question: Would being of a different gender with reading problems have made a difference?

Women Men
YES 28 20
NO 2 10

Fischer’s exact test, p = .021

TABLE 7
Responses by Gender



Overall, men believed that despite their struggles, others held high academ-
ic and career expectations for them, both at home and at school. One man’s re-
marks about his mother’s expectations were typical:

My sister was pressured to become a wife and mother, but I was the one
that was going to succeed. My mother had me picked for being great.
S. CHARLES BEAN (NEUROLOGIST)

Women who struggled perceived lower academic and career expectations,
which they attributed to gender. They thought they would have been pushed to
achieve more if they had been boys.

My high school guidance counselor said that since my spelling was so
bad, I could never be a secretary. Instead, he said I could be a
receptionist, answering phones. He transferred me out of a more
difficult college-prep English track to an easier one, because I was a
girl.
TANIA BAKER (BIOCHEMIST)

My brother and I both had reading problems, but my mother pushed
him to go to law school. She didn’t push me.
MARLENE HIRSCHBERG (ARTS DIRECTOR)

I wondered whether the decade when they attended school had affected
their concepts of gender. To find out, I analyzed responses by age and decade of
school attendance. As the results in Table 8 show, there were no significant differ-
ences by age or by decade of school attendance.

Differences in Gender Assumptions
Despite differences in race, class, and ethnicity, researchers have shown that a
girl’s or a woman’s prestige in U.S. society is measured primarily by her sexual
attractiveness and potential for romantic success (Gray, 1999; Holland &
Eisenhart, 1990; Lees, 1986; Lorber, 1994). Regardless of whether the message is
explicitly stated or tacitly implied, girls often learn that focusing on femininity
and “doing girl” is of utmost importance (Gray, 1999). Without being asked,
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women in my study spontaneously reported that they had been “educated in ro-
mance”; that is, they were raised to believe that being pretty and popular mattered
more than being smart. For women with brothers, this stood in sharp contrast to
the emphasis in their brothers’ upbringing.

I always got the sense at home that my academic career wasn’t that
important, wasn’t as important as my brother’s. I was social, and my
parents expected me to marry well, marry a doctor (which I did). My
parents focused on helping my brother become a doctor (which he
did)—even though he wasn’t a very good student earlier either.
TERRY BROMFIELD (SPECIAL EDUCATOR)

I was pretty as a child; I was constantly told I was pretty. And I was
very, very successful; I won medals for dancing. So this was all that
was expected of me. Academics was not expected of me.
ANN L. BROWN (EDUCATIONAL RESEARCHER)

Many women internalized the notion that “doing girl” was more important
than “doing school.” Apparently, one way to get through life was to excel at be-
ing exquisitely feminine.
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Question: Would being of a different gender with reading problems have made a difference?

1960s–1990s 1940s–1950s
Response Women age 26–40 Women age 41+
YES 16 12
NO 1 1

Response Men age 26–40 Men age 41+
YES 5 15
NO 4 6

TABLE 8
Responses by Decade and Age



I had the sort of body and beauty that carried me through. I mean, as
a girl I was, you know, homecoming queen.
PRISCILLA SANVILLE (ARTS EDUCATOR)

I had other things going for me. I love to dance, so I took modern dance
and ballet. And I was into fixing my hair and having boyfriends.
KATHLEEN YELLIN (HOTEL MANAGER)

Some women consciously used their femininity and social skills to avoid
doing schoolwork.

A lot of what I call faking it, my manipulative ways of getting out of
school assignments, were based on the fact that I was a girl. I could
flirt my way through.
LEZLI WHITEHOUSE (SPEECH/LANGUAGE SPECIALIST)

I could get away with not doing schoolwork because of my personality,
my friendliness. Teachers would kind of let me get by....
MELISSA HOLT (EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR)

Even families that espoused gender equity behaved according to gender
stereotypes (intentionally or inadvertently). For example, Maureen Selig and her
brother—white, privileged, upper middle class—both struggled with reading. As
children, both were interested in science and raised in a science-oriented family.
Selig’s father was a doctor, and her husband, brother, and brother-in-law became
doctors, too. Selig loved animals, was fascinated by science, and dreamed of be-
coming a veterinarian.

I wanted to be a vet, but my family discouraged me from taking science
courses. But they encouraged my brother—even though we both had
trouble reading. So I gave up on my dream of becoming a vet. I became
a social worker instead. My family prides itself on being open-minded,
but in reality we all have it; we’re all part of the society. When a
woman has difficulty academically, the family thinks it’s OK ’cause
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she’ll go get married; someone will support her. So she’s not encouraged
to fight the battle that a man would be kicked to do.
MAUREEN SELIG (SOCIAL WORKER)

Teachers and guidance counselors also had lower expectations for girls who
struggled with reading. They made different assumptions for boys and girls—
assumptions based on traditional male and female frameworks. Different women in
the study responded to traditional female frameworks in various ways. Insight
into their responses can be seen through the cases of three successful women:
filmmaker Susan Brown, gynecologist Florence Haseltine, and attorney Sylvia Law.

A Traditional Framework: 
Susan Brown’s Story

Filmmaker Susan Brown is from a well-known, affluent, African American, polit-
ical family. Initially, she struggled with reading in public school, which she “hated
intensely” because, no matter how hard she tried, she could not measure up and
succeed. In her interview, Brown painfully recalled misspelling every single word
on a third-grade spelling test. A friend of her mother’s helped her study for the
retest, but Brown failed again. And she continued to fail. Finally, at the begin-
ning of fifth grade, she was sent to a private school. Although classes there were
much smaller (only 4 to 14 children), Brown continued to struggle and, as the
work got progressively harder in middle school, she was given private tutoring in
reading.

Despite the extra tutoring, Brown was forced to repeat the eighth grade.
She was devastated. Reeling from the humiliation of being left back at age 13, she
was assessed by a reading specialist, who finally diagnosed her with dyslexia. The
result was that Brown was given more tutoring in reading, this time a more in-
tensive tutoring program.

Eventually, Brown attended an alternative private high school that empha-
sized activity-based education and learning academic subjects through the arts.
For example, in a marine biology class, Brown learned scuba diving techniques
and dove deep in the ocean, identifying plants and animals underwater. In an-
other biology class, Brown dissected a cat to learn about the cat’s intricate anato-
my. Her biology teacher played popular music to help the students study, and
Brown memorized the cat’s anatomy by changing the words of a popular song to
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the names of the cat’s body parts and their functions. Learning biology in this way
was fun for Brown. She became fascinated by science—so fascinated that she
thought she would become a scientist.

But I was told not to. My teachers discouraged me; they told me it
would be too hard for me and I shouldn’t bother trying.

Brown listened to her teachers and followed their advice. She stopped taking
science courses and gave up on her interest in a science career. Instead, she pur-
sued another interest—babysitting.

I started babysitting and read to kids, and I discovered that I loved it.
I’d ham up the stories, and kids loved my expression. And I loved
reading to them!

Reading to children fit with Brown’s lifelong love of play acting and other imagi-
native activities. In fact, she was often immersed in the world of imagination.

I made up plays as a child and then I acted them out. And when I got
a little older, I loved to read plays; I read lots of them—about 20, 30,
even 40 plays. Plays were always easier for me to read ’cause I could
visualize the characters and see the action happening.

Fortunately, Brown’s mother had nurtured her daughter’s interests in imag-
ination, drama, and the arts. When Brown was only 5, her mother enrolled her
in a theater program and, from then on, Brown excelled in theater: She acted in
plays throughout elementary school, middle school, and high school. When she
got to college, Brown majored in theater at New York University and, in graduate
school, majored in film at the University of Southern California. Consequently, af-
ter graduation, Brown was well positioned to launch a career in communica-
tions. She succeeded by developing her talents in the communication arts,
accepting several good jobs in media and communication with companies such
as Motown Records, Fox Emmy Awards, Walt Disney Television, and CBS
Morning News. Brown had succeeded in the field of communication—a field more
in keeping with a traditional female framework than science.
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An Atypical Framework: 
Florence Haseltine’s Story

As I analyzed the interviews of women in the study, I noticed a pattern: Women
who did not fit neatly into stereotypical molds of femininity succeeded at the high-
est levels. One example is Florence Haseltine, a stellar achiever in her field.
Haseltine is a gynecologist with both an MD and a PhD; she is Director of the
Center for Population Research at the National Institutes of Health and the re-
cipient of many coveted medical awards. Haseltine founded the Society for the
Advancement of Women’s Health Research and is the coauthor of numerous
books and articles such as Woman Doctor (Haseltine & Yaw, 1976), The Woman’s
Guide to Good Health (Gray, Haseltine, Love, & Mayzel, 1991), and Reproductive
Issues and the Aging Male (Haseltine & Paulsen, 1994).

Haseltine’s personality is charismatic: intense, intellectual, assertive, and
caring. She is fiercely independent and courageous. From her early years in ele-
mentary school, Haseltine resisted stereotypical notions of femininity. A thread
woven throughout her interviews is the theme of being an outsider, an oddball
who continually struggled against feminine norms.

I was never proper or girlish. Never. I was sort of an odd duck in a lot
of ways. Teachers used to put me in the back so I could play with the
animals while other kids were working quietly. And I’d play with the
snakes. In fifth grade, sixth grade, even in seventh grade, I’d play with
snakes in the back of the room. People thought I was an oddball.

As a girl Haseltine was intellectually curious and outspoken. In school she
was considered odd—a girl bursting with energy and enthusiasm about atypical
interests, interests in mathematics, animal biology, and human reproduction.
From her earliest days in school she loved math and science and considered her-
self “a graph and table person.” She was especially curious about how the hu-
man body works and was driven by an intense, intrinsic desire to pursue her
scientific interests.

However, Haseltine’s home circumstances were difficult. Although both par-
ents were professionals (her father, an engineer; her mother, a French teacher),
Haseltine’s mother was chronically ill and frequently bedridden. Consequently,
she was unable to care for herself or her family, which included four children:
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three boys and a girl. Haseltine’s father worked long hours. So, as the only girl
among three brothers, Haseltine was expected to take on the traditional female
role of family caretaker. This included nursing her ailing mother, who suffered
frequent relapses. Whenever her mother was ill, Haseltine was responsible for
all of the domestic household duties: She did the grocery shopping, she cooked the
dinners, she cleaned the house, and she cared for her brothers.

Despite fulfilling these domestic roles and nurturing her family, Haseltine
resisted traditional female norms early in childhood, even going by a boy’s name—
Paddy. She was interested in science, a nontraditional field for a girl, and she
was encouraged by her junior high science teacher, Mr. Brewbaker. As she got old-
er, her interests in science became more focused and more intense, and she won
the Westinghouse Science Award in high school. She majored in science at the
University of California at Berkeley and, after completing her undergraduate de-
gree there, earned a doctorate degree in biophysics at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT). Then she earned a medical degree from the Albert Einstein
College of Medicine and joined the faculty in the Department of Obstetrics and
Gynecology at Yale University School of Medicine.

Haseltine faced many barriers to getting ahead as a woman in science. She
had a hard time every step of the way but, undeterred, focused her efforts and
became a trailblazer in the field of women’s health.

I went to Congress and changed the law. It’s called the National

Institutes of Health Reauthorization Act. I sort of took that on as a

crusade. The fact that women are now being included in clinical trials

is a direct result of my effort. That was totally the result of what I did.

But I had to fight hard to win.

Today Haseltine leads research programs in reproductive sciences, contra-
ceptives, and reproductive products and procedures. She is the founding senior ed-
itor of the Journal of Women’s Health. She is also a Weizmann Honored Scientist,
and a member of the Institute of Medicine. In addition, she has received many oth-
er prestigious awards, including the American Woman’s Medical Association
Scientist Award. Haseltine attained the highest level of scientific achievement,
working outside of a traditional female framework. 

104



An Atypical Framework: 
Sylvia Law’s Story

Like Florence Haseltine, Sylvia Law did not conform to traditional female stereo-
types. And, like Haseltine’s achievements, Law’s accomplishments are outstand-
ing by any standard. Law is an internationally respected attorney and scholar in
the fields of civil rights and health law. She holds impressive titles—she is the
Elizabeth K. Dollard Professor of Law, Medicine, and Psychiatry and Director of
the Arthur Garfield Hays Civil Liberties Program at New York University Law
School. Law is the author of Blue Cross: What Went Wrong? (1974), which won The
New York Times Outstanding Book Award. In addition to receiving other presti-
gious honors and awards, Law was inducted on October 8, 2005, into the U.S.
National Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Throughout her school years, Law struggled with reading and schoolwork.
Yet despite her reading difficulties, she was involved in many school activities: the
drama club, the school newspaper, and the debating club. It was in these extracur-
ricular activities that Law honed her writing and debating skills. Ultimately she
excelled as a debator.

I was active in a lot of communicative activities and I was pretty good
at those things, much better than at schoolwork. And I developed very
strong debating skills of putting together your little index cards and
figuring out your argument.

Although she struggled with reading and did not get high grades, Law at-
tributes her success to the help and encouragement of her high school debating
coach. She also felt free from the constraints of female stereotypes.

Because I’m so big, I just knew I didn’t fit the stereotype. There was
NO WAY I could be what a girl was supposed to be like: petite and
pretty and sociable. So I said, “Well, that’s not me.” You know, it’s
liberating not to fit the stereotype—to be so far from fitting it that
there’s no sense in trying. And so I was less disabled by those
characteristic assumptions about the way women think and work than
many people.
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Law resisted even trying to conform to gender stereotypes because she didn’t
think she could “make it” in the arena of traditional femininity. Convinced that
she was too big to “look feminine,” Law felt free to pursue her intellectual and
civic interests, which were considerable. She is the author of numerous articles
and books, including The Rights of the Poor (Law & Neuborne, 1973), “Family,
Gender, and Sexuality: What the Founding Fathers Had to Say” (1987), “‘Girls
Can’t Be Plumbers’—Affirmative Action for Women in Construction: Beyond
Goals and Quotas” (1989), and Law and the American Health Care System
(Rosenblatt, Law, & Rosenbaum, 1997). Today she is a well-known civil rights
and health lawyer whose work influences U.S. public policy.

What Teachers and Families Can Do
Taken together, the results about gender and reading from this study should spur
teachers and families to encourage all students to aim high, academically and pro-
fessionally, regardless of their gender. In addition, these results underscore the need
to find books that appeal both to boys and to girls.

The results about gender raise several important issues. The following ap-
proaches can help teachers and families to address unresolved gender issues that
continue in the field of reading and in U.S. society:

1. Use critical literacy.

2. Use twin texts.

3. Use “target books” for boys and girls.

4. Share gender views.

5. Use youth-oriented topics.

6. Get students writing.

7. Celebrate with festivals.

Use Critical Literacy
Teachers and families can use critical literacy activities to expand students’ ideas
about gender and the world. Critical literacy leads students to analyze assump-
tions not only about reading, but also about the world in which they live. With
critical literacy, students question the author’s and their own assumptions about
gender, race, religion, nationality, ethnicity, and so forth. As a result, students gain

106



insights into the complexities and nuances of social relationships—insights that
help them to forge their own evolving identities (Bean, 2004).

Based on this study’s results, girls who enjoy romances should be encour-
aged to read this genre. However, we can help to change the way in which girls
read romances by posing new, thought-provoking questions. For example, teach-
ers can ask: What is meant by the conclusion, “She married the prince (or the doc-
tor) and lived happily ever after”? Under what conditions did the woman live?
The man? According to what assumptions? The discussions we engage in and
the views of gender that we express affect both girls’ and boys’ developing views
of themselves and their own life possibilities.

Table 9 shows critical literacy discussion questions that are open-ended
and easily modified to fit different ages and developmental levels. In addition, stu-
dents can also create their own discussion questions while working in pairs, small
groups, or as a whole class. Involving students in devising their own questions is
a great way to engage them in the reading–thinking process.

Use Twin Texts
According to the results of this study, students should be encouraged to read
their favorite genres. But how can we expand their reading to include other gen-
res as well? One excellent way is by using twin texts, which are great for facili-
tating broader reading experiences beyond the student’s favorite genre. With twin
texts, teachers help students find fiction and nonfiction books on a favorite top-
ic, then guide them in reading both books consecutively. It’s a good idea to start
with the favorite genre, then follow with a book about the same topic in a differ-
ent genre. When read as a pair in this way, twin texts simultaneously help stu-
dents to deepen their knowledge and appreciate a new genre (Camp, 2000).

Use “Target Books” for Boys and Girls
Based on the gendered reading preferences of boys and girls, parents and teach-
ers need to know which books will likely attract boys and which will likely at-
tract girls. A superb resource that targets reluctant boy readers is Guys Write for
Guys Read: Boys’ Favorite Authors Write About Being BOYS! (Scieszka, 2005). Guys
Write is a humorous book for all readers—young or old, male or female—and pro-
vides a great way to connect boys to men who love to read and write. This unique,
down-to-earth book contains short pieces (about one to three pages each) 
written explicitly for boys by more than 90 favorite boys’ authors. Each author
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Romance Fiction and Fairy Tales
1. What is meant by the conclusion “She married a doctor (or prince, lawyer, scientist,

artist, politician, business leader, etc.) and lived happily ever after”?
2. What was the quality of the couple’s life 20 years later?
3. Under what conditions did the woman live? The man?
4. According to what assumptions did they live?
5. How fulfilling were their lives, and why?
6. Would the story have differed if it had concluded with the young man marrying a woman

doctor? Would they have lived happily ever after? Why or why not?
7. How would the story have differed if two men or two women married? Do you think they

would have lived happily ever after? Why or why not?

Novels
1. What character do you like most in this book? Why? How is this character like you or

unlike you? In what ways are her or his experiences similar to or different from yours?
2. What is the main character’s role in the plot of this story?
3. Which characters have the most power in this story? Which characters have the least

power? Why?
4. Which characters are unseen or have no voice in this book? Why?
5. What views of the world do we see through the narrator of this story? Do you agree or

disagree with this view? Why or why not?
6. How do characters in this book compare to other characters you’ve read about, seen, or

heard in books, magazines, TV, radio, videos, CDs, movies, conversations,
advertisements, etc.?

7. How do you feel about the ending of the book? Why? How might you change the ending if
you were the author? Why would you change it in this way? How might this change in
the plot alter the author’s message?

8. What angers you about this book? Why? How would you change this aspect?
9. How would your parents, relatives, members of your church, synagogue, or mosque feel

about this book?
10. Why do you think the author wrote this book? What was his or her purpose? Did she or

he succeed? How? What is the main theme or idea overall? Do you agree with this
message? Why or why not?

11. As a result of reading and discussing this story, what did you learn that you didn’t know
before? What else would you like to learn about this or a related topic? Did any of your
ideas change? How? As a result of reading? As a result of listening to your classmates’
interpretations? Explain.

The protocol for novels has been adapted from Harper, R., & Bean, T. (2004, May). What’s hot—and what should be hot—
for the reading specialist. Paper presented at Institute 11 of the annual convention of the International Reading
Association, Reno, NV.

TABLE 9
General Critical Literacy Protocols



lists three books he has written and one entertaining “random fact” about his own
life.

Two excellent books about both boys’ and girls’ reading preferences are
Great Books for Boys: More Than 600 Books for Boys 2–14 (Odean, 1998) and Great
Books for Girls: More Than 600 Books to Inspire Today’s Girls and Tomorrow’s Women
(Odean, 1997). Both books include lots of recommended titles, detailed annota-
tions, and appropriate grade levels. They are organized by genre, making it easy to
find books that match the reading preferences of most boys and girls.

Many of the suggested books present boys and girls with alternative visions
of boyhood and manhood, girlhood and womanhood. Great Books for Boys is a
compilation of books selected with the purpose of raising boys who love to read
and are active and assertive as well as compassionate and cooperative. Great Books
for Girls contains books about heroines who are not passive but instead are active,
creative, articulate, and intelligent; they meet challenges, resolve conflicts, and en-
gage in adventurous, active quests. In addition to Odeon’s collections, I also rec-
ommend Guidelines for a Gender-Balanced Curriculum in English (National
Council of Teachers of English, 1998), a brochure filled with interesting activi-
ties that promote gender development in boys and girls, men and women.

Share Gender Views
After students select their books, teachers can plan activities to help students
formulate their own views of gender. This can be accomplished by reading, think-
ing, writing, and dramatizing issues presented in the texts. It is a good idea to have
students share their diverse interpretations with one another. By sharing, stu-
dents explore their own developing views and learn to respect and consider view-
points different from their own. (Table 10 describes activities that encourage
consideration of a wide range of gender perspectives.)

A disturbing finding from this study was that many women were ashamed of
their favorite genre—romances—which they denigrated as “trashy novels.” Is there
value in reading this genre? According to Radway (1991) the answer is unequiv-
ocally “Yes.” Radway argues that romance novels are reader friendly and help
break down important barriers to reading—barriers that otherwise deter reluctant
readers. Romances are easily accessible and understandable due to their simple
vocabulary, standard syntax, and familiar language style. In addition, romances
promote the development of sensitivity to others’ feelings, a “care perspective” im-
portant for helping boys as well as girls learn to negotiate relationships in their
own lives (Gilligan, 1993).
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Activity 1: Ask students to tell, write, or dramatize how the events or outcome of a story
would have been affected if the character were of a different gender. For example, if
Rumplestiltskin had assigned a task to the miller’s son rather than the daughter, what would
the task have been? If the boy named Caleb had been the older sibling in Sarah, Plain and Tall
(MacLachlan, 1985), how might things have been different? In What Girls Learn: A Novel
(Cook, 1997), if Tilden had been a boy, how would he have reacted if Uncle Rand had
betrayed him in a similar way to the way he betrayed Tilden the girl? What, if any, different
consequences would have resulted?

Activity 2: Locate fiction in which girls or women are active characters; locate fiction in
which boys or men are sensitive caregivers. Have students discuss whether these characters
appeal to them or not, and why. Discuss what would change if the girls and women were
passive, and the boys and men were active. Would the characters be more or less appealing,
and why? Engage boys and girls in comparing the characters in their original and imagined
versions, and have them discuss which character in which version they would most like to be,
and why.

Activity 3: Give voice to a minor character who was silent in an original text by asking
students to retell, rewrite, or dramatize the events or outcome of a story through the eyes of
the minor character. For example, rewrite parts of Sarah, Plain and Tall to show what Papa
thought about Sarah and her suitability for the family. In “The Three Little Pigs,” what did
the mother of the three little pigs think about her sons’ encounters with the world?

Activity 4: Have students reverse the gender roles in television commercials and magazine
advertisements. Is a bathroom cleanser still perceived as a high-quality product if a man
dances around the clean sink or toilet? Is a car still worth buying if a man leans on it? Will he
wear a skimpy outfit and flip his hair during his sales pitch?

Activity 5:

1. Write down the title of your favorite book.
______________________________________________________________________________

2. Write down the name and gender of the main character.
______________________________________________________________________________

3. Check any attributes in the following list that describe that character.

TABLE 10
Gender Balance Activities

■■ achieving
■■ adventurous
■■ aimless
■■ athletic
■■ autonomous
■■ caring
■■ creative

■■ curious
■■ dependent
■■ docile
■■ fearful
■■ incompetent
■■ ingenious
■■ object of ridicule

■■ passive
■■ persevering
■■ problem solver
■■ self-respecting
■■ spiritless
■■  victim

(continued)



According to researchers, boys as well as girls yearn to develop sensitivity
(Kindlon & Thompson, 1999; Pollack, 1998), which can be enhanced by reading
and analyzing romantic fiction. But how can teachers address boys’ yearning for
sensitivity in view of boys’ preferences for nonfiction? One approach could be to
select riveting nonfiction in the form of compelling biographies. Because many bi-
ographies explore relationships with mentors, family, and friends, this “back-door
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4. Add any other attributes of this character that are not listed already.
______________________________________________________________________________

5. Describe this character’s attributes to a partner by retelling a story incident.
______________________________________________________________________________

6. Discuss how the story might change if the main character were of a different gender.
______________________________________________________________________________

Activity 6: Have students put themselves in the role of a minor character and discuss how
they would feel if they were that character. For example:

1. Ask students to imagine themselves as Nick in What Girls Learn: A Novel (Cook, 1997).
Describe Nick’s situation as he tries to become part of his new family. Ask students, How
would you feel if you were entering into a blended family? What challenges would you face if
you were in Nick’s situation? How did Nick deal with these challenges? What might you have
done differently? Explain why.

2. Ask students to image themselves as Uncle Rand in What Girls Learn: A Novel. Ask
students, How did Uncle Rand win and then lose Tilden’s trust? How would you feel if you
were Tilden and you had been betrayed in this way? What actions could you take if this were
you? Why might you want to tell an adult what Uncle Rand did? What might be the results if
you did or didn’t tell somebody about this?

Activity 7: Have students put themselves in the role of a major character and discuss how
they would feel if they were that character. For example, ask students to imagine themselves
as Farah in The Story of My Life: An Afghan Girl on the Other Side of the Sky (Ahmedi, 2005).
Describe Farah’s situation at key points and key places in the story—in Afghanistan, in
Germany, and finally in the United States. Ask students to discuss how they would feel if they
were Farah at these different turning points in different countries. What challenges does
Farah face at each point and how does she negotiate each challenge? How might you have
reacted differently if you were Farah? Explain.

Adapted from Prosenjak, N. (1999, February). Reading across the grain of gender. Paper presented at the annual meeting
of the Colorado Council of the International Reading Association, Denver, CO.

TABLE 10 (continued)
Gender Balance Activities



approach” could expose boys to literature that helps them, too, develop sensitivi-
ty in their personal relationships.

Use Youth-Oriented Topics
Another good way to lure both boys and girls into reading is through books and
magazines on topics of concern to them—topics such as making friends, getting
along with parents and siblings, sexuality, adoption, suicide, kidnapping, death of
a parent, school violence, terrorism, abuse, and so forth. Students relate to these
issues, which make them powerful entry points to reading for even the most reluc-
tant readers. Additional Resources (pages 119–123) includes annotated lists of
books on sensitive issues faced by students today.

Get Students Writing
Involving students in writing is an excellent way to complement the reading pro-
gram, because writing about a text improves comprehension and retention of the
material. Writing is also extremely effective for promoting engagement. Teachers
can choose from numerous types of writing activities, including community book-
making, poetry, and a variety of other shared writing experiences. Additional
Resources (pages 123–124) includes a list of books about how to teach various
kinds of writing. (Figure 7 shows children engaged in writing at the Lincoln
School in Brookline, Massachusetts.)

COMMUNITY BOOKMAKING. Community bookmaking is an exciting way to
engage reluctant readers—as a class, with the entire school, or in after-school pro-
grams. For example, The Gorilla Press, a nonprofit organization for students
K–12, conducts community bookmaking projects that engage inner-city children
in writing and illustrating their own theme-based books. To create a book about
justice, for instance, students (ages 9–13) observed a court in session; interviewed
a judge; read about the criminal justice system; and researched, wrote about, and
illustrated their personal views of justice. The result of this project was a book
written and published by and for children—What’s Fair? What’s Just? What’s the
Difference? (Fink, 2000). The book includes the children’s poems, essays, stories,
photographs, and artwork.

Another Gorilla Press project used the powerful story Danny the Champion
of the World (Dahl, 1998) as a springboard for writing and art. After reading the
book, each child contributed original art and written work: poems, stories, auto-
biographies, essays, journals, murals, sculptures, paintings, drawings, collages,
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three-dimensional installations, and so forth. In May 2005, the StarArte Gallery
in New York City held a reception and exhibited the children’s artwork and writ-
ing. I attended the reception and observed the students’ expressions of pride as
they showed their artwork and writing to friends and family members. Each stu-
dent who participated was presented with an individual award plaque during
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FIGURE 7
Children Engaged in Writing at the Lincoln School



the reception. (See Figure 8 for photographs of this Gorilla Press event.) This proj-
ect will be aired on public television, and a new book based on the project is being
created: Danny the Champion of the World Project: Art, Cars, Dreams, and Pheasants
(Fink, in preparation; for details, see www.gorillapress.com).

POETRY. Poetry is another exciting way to get students writing. Poetry lends it-
self both to in-school and out-of-school topics. Hartman (1997) found that African
American boys who were failing in school lived rich literate lives outside of school by
reading the Bible in church and listening to rap music at the mall. As educators,
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FIGURE 8
Gorilla Press Reception at the StarArte Gallery in New York City



we need to tap into the rich reading opportunities in students’ out-of-school lives.
Striving readers are likely to get hooked on the enticing rhythms of “cool” raps,
so we should encourage them to compose rap poems of their own, as well as oth-
er forms of poetry on topics of interest. Rap and other poetic forms are terrific
ways to engage students in the power of language because of their rhythms,
sounds, and multiple meanings. See Additional Resources (pages 124–125) for a
list of poetry books and collections.

SHARED WRITING. After writing poems (or any genre), students benefit from
peer writing conferences, usually held in short, 15-minute share sessions (Graves,
1994). During share sessions, students (1) read their written work aloud, (2) listen
carefully to one another reading, and (3) give and receive constructive feedback,
which is useful for revising and editing. This approach helps students develop both
skill and confidence as writers and is appropriate across ages and grade levels (e.g.,
grade 3–adult). I have used this approach in my own teaching for all kinds of
writing—narratives, essays, Readers Theatre, plays, poems, and so forth. (Table 11
presents a share session guide that can be used for all types of writing.)
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1. Listen: The writer reads her poem aloud while others listen.

2. Remember: The listener tells the poet everything that he remembers from listening or
tells the part in the poem that he likes best (and the reason why he likes it).

3. Reminder: The listener tells the writer that what she wrote reminded him of another
story, another poem, etc. (This encourages students to make text-to-text connections,
enhancing comprehension.)

4. Striker: The listener tells the writer what was most striking about the poem. “What struck
me was....” Students may comment on a vivid word, discuss its part of speech, discuss its
meaning, etc.

5. Questioner: The listener asks the writer specific questions for clarification. “Questions
that I have are....” (Such questioning helps the writer pinpoint what is unclear and needs
revision.)

Adapted from Graves, D.H. (1994). A fresh look at writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

TABLE 11
Writing Share Session Protocol



Celebrate With Festivals
Poetry festivals (and celebrations for other genres) are great ways for students to
share their favorite texts and original written work with friends and family.
Festivals can have two components. In the first component students “perform” by
reciting a favorite poem, accompanied by personally selected toys, gestures, songs,
dances, videos, props, and so forth. In the second component, students perform
a self-written poem on a topic of personal choice, which they read aloud to the au-
dience. Each reading can be followed by a share session with the author and in-
clude immediate feedback from classmates and members of the audience. In
addition to performing, children can also be encouraged to display their poems on
bulletin boards (see Figure 9).

I observed a poetry festival in Evie Weinstein-Park’s fourth-grade class at the
Soloman Schecter School in Newton, Massachusetts. These fourth graders wrote
and recited poems about a whole range of topics: riding a two-wheeler for the first
time, emulating a baseball star at bat, frolicking in the grass with a pet, feeling am-
bivalent toward a brother or sister, feeling sad about a grandparent’s death, and so
forth. During their poetry performances, the children’s engagement and enthusi-
asm were contagious, and each family’s delight in their child’s accomplishment
was palpable. From my observations, girls and boys alike were equally engaged
in all aspects of the festival—reading, writing, and performing.
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FIGURE 9
Bulletin Board Display of Student Poetry



Conclusion: What’s Gender Got to Do With It?
Several key findings about gender and reading resulted from this study. First, no
reading skill differences were found between the men and women; regardless of
gender, these striving readers read avidly about a topic in their area of interest—a
result that supports the Interest-Based Model of Reading. However, differences
were found in their favorite topics and genres, which followed traditional gender
patterns. Women tended to prefer fiction, whereas men tended to prefer nonfic-
tion. Yet there were many exceptions; women such as Ellen Corduan read lots of
nonfiction, particularly U.S. Civil War history books; on the other hand, men such
as S. Charles Bean read lots of poetry. Consequently, we cannot assume that boys
necessarily will be drawn to nonfiction or that girls will be drawn to fiction;
rather, each child’s reading desires should be considered individually.

A second result was that men and women in this study showed similar per-
sonality traits, namely, persistence and empathy, which were central to the core
self-concept of two thirds of these striving readers, males and females alike. This
result indicates the need for parents and teachers to emphasize persistence and
nurture it in students. In addition, it is important to encourage both males and
females to pursue fields in which empathy is an asset (e.g., education, psycholo-
gy, social work, and medicine).

Third, mentors were important regardless of gender—a result that also sup-
ports the Interest-Based Model of Reading. However, there were significant gen-
der differences in mentoring: Boys overall had twice as many mentors as
girls—beginning in middle school and extending into adulthood. This was the case
at home, at school, and in the workplace.

Fourth, this study found that scientifically oriented striving readers were
told not to take courses in science, mathematics, or technology. Seven women
and one man were explicitly steered away from taking these courses. One expla-
nation given was that their lagging reading skills would prevent them from suc-
ceeding, especially in science. The fact that women had this experience more
often than men raises questions about why Susan Brown and Maureen Selig
were discouraged from pursuing science. Was it because of their difficulties with
reading? Was it because of stereotypical notions of masculinity and femininity?
Was it due to a combination of myths about striving readers as well as gender
myths? These questions remain a challenge for future studies. However, it was dis-
turbing to learn that most of the striving readers in this study gave up on their
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dreams of becoming scientists (see chapter 3 for details about one of the excep-
tions, Roy Daniels).

Finally, there were different assumptions and higher expectations for boys
than for girls based on traditional gender frameworks. This was the case both at
home and at school. However, Florence Haseltine and Sylvia Law were both re-
sisters and did not fit neatly into a traditional female framework. Both were
among the highest achievers in the group of successful women who struggled with
reading; their writings have been cited nationally and internationally. While re-
sisting traditional feminine expectations, they developed a strong sense of them-
selves as change agents—individuals whose actions influence not only their own
life circumstances, but also the circumstances of the world around them.

Many of the findings about gender and reading raise difficult questions for
educators and families. First, how can we engage boys and girls in reading through
their preferred interests and genres without promoting gender stereotypes?
Second, how can we dissuade boys from believing that reading is mainly a “girl
thing”? Third, how can we expand both boys’ and girls’ views about gender to
include more flexible, imaginative views, both of literacy and life? These are im-
portant questions raised by this study. I hope that further research will provide
more complete answers to these intriguing questions. In the meantime, some an-
swers to these questions may lie in the ways in which we approach reading. A stu-
dent’s gender conceptualization and world knowledge can be expanded through
alternative teaching approaches that focus both on text choices and how texts are
read and discussed.

This study emphasizes the importance of helping each boy and each girl
choose the right book—one that matches the student’s reading interest, level, and
desire. But in addition to finding “just right” books, we also need to create new
ways to discuss books. By asking new kinds of questions and discussing litera-
ture differently, we can help both boys and girls to consider fulfilling new ways
to imagine themselves and their own life possibilities.
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Books on Topics of Kids’ Concerns

Adapted from Lesesne, T.S. (2004, May). Matching adolescents to books. Presentation
at the annual convention of the International Reading Association, Reno, NV.

Absent Father
Trueman, T. (2004). Cruise control. New York: HarperTempest. In this engaging story, a boy

who is a talented basketball player copes with feelings of anger and helplessness due to two
difficult problems: a father who deserted the family and a brother who is dysfunctional
due to severe cerebral palsy.

Abuse
Jones, P. (2004). Things change. New York: Walker. This is a riveting story about a teenage girl

(apparently a perfect student and obedient daughter) and her relationship with an excit-
ing, new, fun-to-be-with boyfriend—who eventually becomes abusive. The novel deals with
the widespread reality of dating violence by presenting a balanced view of the abuser as a
sympathetic character. The tension mounts as the girl struggles first to keep, then to free her-
self of, her abusive boyfriend as she simultaneously wrestles with her changing relationships
with her parents and her best friend.

Adoption
Yansky, B. (2003). My road trip to the pretty girl capital of the world. Chicago: Cricket Books.

This story is about a boy who makes plans to travel to meet his birth parents. Taking his fa-
ther’s car, he heads toward Texas, picking up an interesting array of characters along the
way: a man who claims to be Elvis, two bums, and an abused young wife. Each of his expe-
riences increases the suspense as he searches for his birth parents.

Death of a Parent
Cook, K. (1997). What girls learn: A novel. New York: Pantheon. This book deals with the silenc-

ing of girls. It is a coming-of-age novel about a stepfamily and an adolescent girl whose moth-
er has terminal cancer. The poignant story is a page turner that addresses family
relationships and difficult subjects (e.g., menstruation, sexuality, cancer, divorce, family se-
crets, sexual abuse, and death).

Divorce
Appelt, K. (2004). My father’s summers: A daughter’s memoirs. New York: Henry Holt. This se-

ries of prose poems focuses on issues of divorce and remarriage and its effects on the au-
thor. The author tells personal stories and reflects on her life growing up in Houston, Texas,
from the age of 11 to the age of 18 (and beyond).

Lion, M. (2004). Swollen. New York: Wendy Lamb. This book is about divorce and a young girl’s
complex feelings about the pregnancy of her father’s new girlfriend.
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Feelings and Friendship
Bendell, N. (2002). The feelings book: The care and keeping of your emotions. Middleton, WI:

American Girl, LLC. This book explores a wide range of feelings that kids face—joy, sad-
ness, anger, stress, excitement, and fear. In addition, it offers tips and advice for dealing with
these complex emotions.

Criswell, P.K. (2003). A smart girl’s guide to friendship troubles: Dealing with fights, being left out,
and the whole popularity thing. Middleton, WI: American Girl, LLC. This book explores when
and how to speak up without hurting a friend’s feelings, how to resolve conflicts and make
up after an argument with a friend, what to do if your friend deserts you for the popular
crowd, and so forth.

Kidnapping/Mystery
Cooney, C.B. (1994). The face on the milk carton. New York: Bantam Books. This is a page turn-

er about kidnapping, adoption, parents, siblings, and identity. The story is unforgettable and
difficult to put down due to the author’s vivid descriptions and dialogue. This is the first in
a series of realistic sagas that begin with Janie’s mysterious recognition of herself: The face
of the missing child on the milk carton is hers!

Cooney, C.B. (1995). Whatever happened to Janie? New York: Bantam Books. In this sequel to
The Face on the Milk Carton, the love and needs of two different families—the Johnsons and
the Springs—compete as Janie’s saga continues.

Rape
Sebold, A. (1999). Lucky. New York: Scribner. This fascinating book tells a fast-paced story

that provides psychological insight into how a rape affects not only the youngster who is vic-
timized, but her entire family and all of their relationships. A page turner, this book is a com-
pelling commentary on gender issues today.

Sexuality and Adolescence
Blackstone, M., & Guest, E.H. (2000). Girl stuff: A survival guide to growing up. Orlando, FL:

Harcourt. This excellent guide is chock-full of insights, advice, and important information
about adolescence in its many aspects. For example, the book addresses questions such as,
How can I resist sexual pressure? What makes a good friend? How do I know whom to trust?
What percentage of the population is gay?

Fenwich, E., & Walker, R. (1994). How sex works: A clear, comprehensive guide for teenagers to emo-
tional, physical, and sexual maturity. New York: Dorling Kindersley. This book deals with the
physical and emotional changes of puberty, relationships, sexual feelings and intercourse,
sexually transmitted diseases, pregnancy and parenthood, sexual abuse, sexual harass-
ment, and rape.

Mayle, P. (1975). What’s happening to me? Don Mills, ON: Musson. This is a guide to puberty for
boys and girls. Written in an entertaining, reader-friendly style, the book uses humor and
rich language to teach about “bumpy chests,” “getting hairy,” changing voices, erections,
periods, pimples, wet dreams, masturbation, and more.A
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Mayle, P. (1973). Where did I come from? Don Mills, ON: Musson. This gem of a book tells the
facts of life through lively text and humorous cartoon illustrations. It teaches not only what
happens physically during sex, but also what happens emotionally. The book communicates
in a funny, warm, nonpreachy way that love and deep personal relationships are key as-
pects of sexual relationships.

Same-Sex Relationships
Levithan, D. (2003). Boy meets boy. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. This story deals with the com-

plexities of a romantic relationship between two teenage boys.

Schizophrenia
Myers, A. (2000). Ethan between us. New York: Walker. Ethan is a talented pianist who imagines

that he received his musical training from a long-dead 19th-century composer. This story
about Ethan, a gorgeous boy who is easy to talk to, deals with schizophrenia, truth, and
friendship. When the truth about Ethan is revealed, friendship emerges as the key theme of
the novel.

Trueman, T. (2003). Inside out. New York: HarperTempest. This story revolves around events
surrounding a robbery by two teenage boys. It is told from the perspective of a boy with
schizophrenia, who eventually is held hostage by the boys who committed the crime.

School Shootings
Prose, F. (2003). After. New York: HarperCollins. This riveting book deals with students griev-

ing. In the aftermath of a nearby school shooting, a grief counselor comes to Central High
School and enacts harsh measures. Students who fail to comply mysteriously seem to disap-
pear.

Serial Killing
McNamee, G. (2003). Acceleration. New York: Wendy Lamb. This compelling story is about a 17-

year-old boy named Duncan. He has a summer job working in the Lost and Found of the
Toronto Transit Authority. One day he discovers a serial killer’s diary in the subway and sets
out to find the killer.

Suicide
Mack, T. (2003). Birdland. New York: Scholastic. This book deals with a tongue-tied 14-year-old

boy named Jed, who struggles to understand his older brother Zeke’s suicide. During his
Christmas break from school, Jed films a documentary about his neighborhood in the East
Village in New York City. Jed is continually reminded of his brother, who was an aspiring
poet.

Runyon, B. (2004). The burn journals. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. This book tells the vivid
true story of the author’s failed suicide attempt at the age of 14, when he set himself on
fire. Runyon shares his feelings and experiences during his recovery, which included painful
skin grafting, rehabilitation, psychotherapy, and the struggle to have a normal life.
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War
Ahmedi, F., with Ansary, T. (2005). The story of my life: An Afghan girl on the other side of the

sky. New York: Simon Spotlight Entertainment. This is a fast-paced, first-person memoir of
a girl who loses her leg when a mine explodes. It recounts the experiences of an Afghan girl’s
coming of age amidst the chaos of war. Set initially in Afghanistan, the action moves to
Germany and the United States, where the girl and her mother begin a new life in a new cul-
ture. This riveting book was voted America’s #1 story of 2005 in a contest on ABC’s Good
Morning America. It is an inspiring 21st-century American immigrant story rich with details
about the Taliban and Afghanistan.

Kids’ Books on Sexism, Heterosexism, and Racism

Adapted from Moffat, L. (2004, May). Boys and girls in the reading club: Conversations
about gender and reading in an urban elementary school. Poster presentation at the 49th

Annual Convention of the International Reading Association, Reno, NV.

Sexism
Bridges, S.Y. (2002). Ruby’s wish. San Francisco: Chronicle Books. This story is set in China.

At a time when few girls are taught to read or write, Ruby dreams of going to the universi-
ty with her brothers and her male cousins.

Browne, A. (2001). Piggybook. St. Paul: Minnesota Humanities Commission. This story is about
Mrs. Piggott, who unexpectedly leaves her family. The result is that her demanding family
begins to realize how much she did for them.

McCully, E. (1998). Beautiful warrior: The legend of the Nun’s kung fu. New York: Arthur A.
Levine. This legend is about two unlikely kung fu masters whose skill in martial arts ulti-
mately helps to save their lives.

U’ren, A. (2001). Pugdog. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux. This story is about a boy named
Mike who discovers, to his surprise, that his rough-and-tumble puppy is a female. He tries to
make her into a dainty dog.

Zolotow, C. (1972). William’s doll. New York: Harper & Row. This is the story of William,
who wants a doll very badly. When his father gives him a basketball and a train, William
still wishes to have a doll.

Heterosexism
de Haan, L., & Nijland, S. (2002). King and King. Berkeley, CA: Tricycle Press. In this story, a

queen insists that a prince get married and take on the responsibilities of being king. However,
as the search for a suitable mate is conducted, the search does not turn out as expected.

de Haan, L., & Nijland, S. (2004). King and King and family. Berkeley, CA: Tricycle Press. In this
story, King Lee and King Bertie take a honeymoon trip to the jungle and bring home an un-
expected surprise.

Elwin, R., & Paulse, M. (1990). Asha’s mums. Toronto, ON: Women’s Press. This is a story
about Asha on her school field trip. Asha has two mothers in her family, and as the plot un-
folds, the developing relationship between Asha and her two moms is explored.A
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Newman, L. (2000). Heather has two mommies. Boston: Alyson Wonderland. This is the story
of Heather, who feels bad when she goes to her playgroup, because she has two mommies
but no dad. However, she eventually stops feeling bad when she learns that what matters
most of all in any family is that all of the people love one another.

Simon, N. (2003). All families are special. Norton Grove, IL: A. Whitman & Company. In this sto-
ry, the students in Mrs. Mack’s class describe their own families—big or small, living to-
gether or apart, with two moms or no mom. In the end they learn why all families are special
regardless of where they are or who is in them.

Skutch, R. (1995). Who’s in a family? Berkeley, CA: Tricycle Press. This book is all about fami-
lies and tells a story that shows what is most important in any family.

Willhoite, M. (1990). Daddy’s roommate. Boston, MA: Alyson Wonderland. This story tells about
a young boy and his father. They discuss the divorced father’s new home in which he and his
gay roommate share meals and chores—playing, laughing, loving, and living together.

Racism
Gaikesheyongai, S. (2004). The seven fires: An Ojibway prophecy. Toronto, ON: Sister Vision Press.

In this legend, seven prophets come to Anishinabe at a time of peace. They foreshadow the fu-
ture in seven prophecies about elders and young people, light-skinned and dark-skinned people,
who live together but are divided by distrust, misunderstanding, and fear. The prophecies are
handed down from one generation to the next, until finally the story is retold differently—end-
ing this time by telling how it is possible for people of all races to live together in peace.

Hamanakas, S. (1994). All the colors of the Earth. New York: Morrow Junior Books. This book
is written in verse. It reveals that, despite numerous outward differences, children every-
where are essentially similar—all children are lovable.

Hoffman, M. (1991). Amazing Grace. New York: Dial Books for Young Readers. This is the sto-
ry of Grace, who is told by a classmate that she cannot play the part of Peter Pan in the
school play. Why? Because she is black. However, Grace discovers that she can do anything
she wants to do if she is determined enough.

Katz, K. (1999). The colors of us. New York: Henry Holt. This book is about the richness of hu-
man variation and diversity; it is specifically about various skin colors, various foods, and di-
verse things found in nature. The story is told through the eyes of 7-year-old Lena and her
mother, who together observe the wide variations in the color of their own friends’ skin.

Keshig-Tobias, L. (1991). Bird talk. Toronto, ON: Sister Vision Press. This is a story about the
feelings of a young Native American girl whose classmates tease her because she is different.

Littlechild, G. (1993). This land is my land. Emeryville, CA: Children’s Book Press. This book
is about a Native American boy who grew up in Canada. Using both the text and his own
paintings, the author describes the experiences of the Indians of North America in general,
as well as his own personal experiences growing up as a Plains Cree Indian boy in Canada.

Books on Teaching Writing

Allan, K.K., & Miller, M.S. (2005). Literacy and learning in the content areas: Strategies for mid-
dle and secondary school teachers (2nd ed.). Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin.
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Anderson, C. (2000). How’s it going? A practical guide to conferring with student writers.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Buss, K., & McClain-Ruelle, L. (Eds.). (2000). Creating a classroom newspaper. Newark, DE:
International Reading Association.

Calkins, L.M. (1994). The art of teaching writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Culham, R. (2003). 6 + 1 Traits of writing. New York: Scholastic.
Davis, J., & Hill, S. (2003). The no-nonsense guide to teaching writing. Portsmouth, NH:

Heinemann.
Fletcher, R. (2004). Poetry matters: Writing a poem from the inside out. South Hadley, MA:

Arrowpoint.
Fletcher, R., & Portalupi, J. (2001). Writing workshop: The essential guide. Portsmouth, NH:

Heinemann.
Graves, D.H. (1994). A fresh look at writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Haven, K. (2004). Get it write! Creating lifelong writers from expository to narrative. New York:

Teacher Ideas Press.
Heard, G. (1989). For the good of the earth and sun: Teaching poetry. Portsmouth, NH:

Heinemann.
Heard, G. (1999). Awakening the heart: Exploring poetry in elementary and middle school.

Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Indrisano, R., & Paratore, J.R. (Eds.). (2005). Learning to write, writing to learn: Theory and re-

search in practice. Newark, DE: International Reading Association.
Lane, B. (1993). After the end: Teaching and learning creative revision. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
McClure, A.A., & Kristo, J.V. (Eds.). (1994). Inviting children’s responses to literature. Urbana,

IL: National Council of Teachers of English.
Noyce, R.M., & Christie, J.F. (1989). Integrating reading and writing instruction in grades K–8.

Boston: Allyn & Bacon.
Peregoy, S., & Boyle, O. (2005). Reading, writing, and learning in ESL (4th ed.). Boston: Allyn

& Bacon.
Robb, L. (2003). Brighten up boring beginnings and other quick writing lessons. New York: Scholastic.
Robb, L. (2004). Nonfiction writing from the inside out: Writing lessons inspired by conversations with

leading authors. New York: Scholastic.
Robb, L. (2005). Making revision matter: Strategies for guiding students to focus, organize, and

strengthen their writing independently. New York: Scholastic.
Tompkins, G.E. (1994). Teaching writing: Balancing process and product (2nd ed.). New York:

Macmillan College.

Poetry for Boys and Girls

Bernier-Grand, C. (2004). Cesar: Si, se puede!/Yes, we can! New York: Marshall Cavendish.
Curtis, C. (2004). I took the moon for a walk. Cambridge, MA: Barefoot Books.
Fleishman, P. (1988). Joyful noise: Poems for two voices. New York: Harper & Row.
Fletcher, R. (2001). Relatively speaking: Poems about family. New York: Orchard Books.
Frost, H. (2004). Spring through the universe: A novel in poems from Room 214. New York: Farrar

Straus Giroux.A
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Grandits, J. (2004). Technically it’s not my fault: Concrete poems. New York: Clarion Books.
Grimes, N. (2003). Bronx masquerade. New York: Dial.
Hopkins, L.B. (1999). Lives: Poems about famous Americans. New York: HarperCollins.
Medina, T. (2002). Love to Langston. New York: Lee & Low.
Mora, P. (2000). My own true name: New and selected poems for young adults. Houston, TX: Arte

Publico.
Nelson, M. (2001). Carver: A life in poems. New York: Front Street.
Nye, N.S. (2002). 19 varieties of gazelle: Poems of the Middle East. New York: Greenwillow.
Panzer, N. (Ed.). (1994). Celebrate America in poetry and art. New York: Hyperion Books for

Children.
Pollock, P. (2001). When the moon is full: A lunar year. New York: Little Brown.
Sword, E.H. (Ed.). (1995). A child’s anthology of poetry. New York: HarperCollins.
Whitman, W. (1993). Leaves of grass. New York: Modern Library.
Williams, V.B. (2001). Amber was brave, Essie was smart. New York: Greenwillow.
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C H A P T E R5

Identifying 
Striving Readers

How can teachers identify students at risk for reading problems as early
as possible? We know that early identification followed by early inter-
vention instruction is effective for preventing reading failure (Flippo,
1997; Foorman et al., 1997; Torgesen, 2004). So teachers need to know



how to identify at-risk children as early as possible in order to intercept prob-
lems before they become compounded. In addition, teachers also need to know
how to spot older students with reading problems. Fortunately, reading re-
searchers have found effective approaches for identifying striving readers at all
ages and stages of development, K–adult (Torgesen, Rashotte, Alexander,
Alexander, & MacPhee, 2003).

Predicting Early Reading Difficulties
Several factors predict early reading difficulties effectively. In a kindergarten
study, Ritchey (2004) reported correlations among three unique predictors:

1. The child’s knowledge of initial literacy skills.

2. The child’s rapid automatized naming, or RAN, ability—the ability to
name letters quickly and automatically.

3. The child’s school behavior.

These three categories of predictors are useful for identifying preschool- and 
elementary-age children with reading difficulties. Teachers can take several steps
to consider whether a child is experiencing early reading difficulties. First, note
the child’s skill level on each literacy task; then, consider how the child’s current
literacy skills fit with or deviate from the norm. Second, in light of research show-
ing that slow reading speed is a key indicator of the most severe reading difficul-
ties (Fink, 1998a, 1998b; Wolf & Katzir-Cohen, 2001; Wolf & Obregon, 1997),
observe the length of time it takes the child to complete each literacy task accurate-
ly. Observe, for example, whether the child takes an inordinate length of time to
name letters, read words and sentences, read and comprehend a passage, and so
forth. Third, evaluate the child’s behavior. The following questions are useful as
a behavioral guide:

• While listening to a story, does the child focus attention appropriately?

• How attentive is the child during reading and writing activities?

• Does the child frequently “act out” or play the role of class clown?

In addition to this behavioral framework, look for other indicators that are
often, but not always, associated with early reading difficulties (Shaywitz, 2003):
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• Delay in speaking (e.g., not speaking in phrases until approximately 2
years old or later).

• Pronunciation problems (e.g., idiosyncratic pronunciation past 5 or 6
years old).

• Word retrieval problems (e.g., difficulty finding or expressing the precise
word; using a similar-sounding word instead).

• Poor alphabet knowledge (e.g., weak letter recognition).

• Difficulty discerning phonemes (e.g., trouble distinguishing and associat-
ing specific sounds with specific letters or groups of letters).

• Insensitivity to rhyme (e.g., difficulty learning nursery rhymes).

• Family history of reading difficulties.

Although no single observation or factor alone is sufficient to conclude that a
child is at risk for reading problems, when taken together, these factors point to
the likelihood of early reading difficulties.

Looking for Specific Indicators
Teachers, reading specialists, tutors, and parents should look for specific indica-
tors whenever a reading difficulty is suspected. It is important to distinguish be-
tween the myths that surround reading problems versus the realities. For
example, letter and word reversals do not necessarily indicate that a child will
struggle with reading. In reality, many children—skilled readers as well as those
who struggle—go through a normative developmental period when they reverse
letters that look alike (but differ in orientation and directionality). These include
letters such as b, d, p, and q. In addition, children may reverse words that look alike
(but differ in letter position), such as was and saw. Typically, this normative devel-
opmental period extends from about age 3 or 4 to about age 7 or 8.

What factors are indicative of reading problems beyond the earliest years?
There are three main types of problems typical of older striving readers. Based
on my own teaching experience, as well as mounting research evidence (Shaywitz,
2003; Snow & Strucker, 2000), the following indicators are characteristic of old-
er striving readers from the intermediate grades through adulthood:

1. Lack of sufficient internal vocabulary (insufficient number of words
stored in memory).
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2. Inability to read with fluency—that is, accurately, quickly, smoothly, and
with appropriate expression, intonation, and comprehension.

3. Difficulty understanding and remembering text content.

Any one of these problems represents cause for concern, especially beyond the
third grade. Taken together, these three indicators suggest that a student is striv-
ing to learn to read but having trouble.

Whenever teachers or parents suspect a reading problem, they should take
preventive action immediately. If there is any doubt that a young child is at risk for
reading difficulties, it is better to err on the side of overidentification rather than
overlook a problem that could be dealt with easily and effectively if caught early.
Moreover, parents and teachers who find that an older student is struggling with
reading should take immediate action. A lot can be done to reverse reading diffi-
culties in adolescence and adulthood. Despite myths to the contrary, research on
adolescents and adults has, in fact, shown that it is never too late to overcome a
reading problem (Allen, 1995; Fink, 1995/1996, 1998a, 1998b, 2002, 2004a,
2004b; Rawson, 1968, 1995; Reiff, Gerber, & Ginsberg, 1997).

Using Appropriate Assessments
Appropriate assessment instruments can help to identify and analyze reading
difficulties at all ages and stages. The key to successful assessment lies first in se-
lecting appropriate assessment instruments, then using them wisely.

Recently, teacher-administered assessments have been developed to measure
early reading abilities in a variety of areas: letter knowledge, letter–sound associ-
ation, phonemic awareness, syllable decoding, passage-reading fluency, and passage-
retelling ability. Some popular K–3 assessments, such as the Dynamic Indicators
of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS), include computerized programs to simpli-
fy the management of assessment data (Good & Kaminski, 2002; Wireless
Generation, 2004).

Some of these instruments appear to be adequate for assessing phono-
logical skills but may be less effective for assessing the complex skills of read-
ing comprehension and metacognition. Furthermore, these instruments may
not be sufficient for diagnosing and assessing the child with the most profound
reading difficulties. This caveat indicates how important it is for teachers to
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make referrals to the school reading specialist when in doubt about an individ-
ual child.

A reading specialist is likely to administer several diagnostic assessments, in-
cluding informal reading inventories (IRIs), qualitative reading inventories
(QRIs), and diagnostic reading assessments (DRAs). These instruments have sev-
eral advantages. First, they are administered individually and can determine both
the level and type of instruction likely to be most beneficial for each student.
Second, they provide estimates of each student’s independent reading level, in-
structional reading level, and frustration reading level. Detailed knowledge of each
of these levels makes planning instruction easier and more effective:

• The independent level is the level at which a student reads independent-
ly without teacher assistance with nearly perfect oral reading and compre-
hension (oral reading accuracy = 99% or more correct; comprehension
accuracy = 90% or more correct).

• The instructional level is the level at which a student profits most from
teacher-directed instruction (oral reading accuracy = 95–98% correct; com-
prehension accuracy = 75–89% or higher).

• The frustration level is the level at which reading materials are too diffi-
cult for a student to succeed with ease (oral reading accuracy = 90% or
less correct; comprehension accuracy = 50% or less correct).

Another advantage of many informal instruments is that they span the de-
velopmental trajectory, K–adult, so they are effective for use at all levels, including
elementary school, middle school, high school, and above. Many of them offer a
balanced approach to assessment through equivalent emphasis on basic decoding
skills and the complex skills of comprehension and metacognition.

Teachers can create their own IRIs, QRIs, and DRAs, but this is very time-
consuming. Fortunately, there are several effective instruments available commer-
cially. One widely used assessment is the Qualitative Reading Inventory–III
(Leslie & Caldwell, 2001). This instrument attends to factors such as the reader’s
prior knowledge, the text structure (narrative or informational), and the mode of
comprehension (oral or silent). Another example is the Informal Reading–
Thinking Inventory (Manzo, Manzo, & McKenna, 1995), which takes into 
account the reader’s prior knowledge, engagement with literacy tasks, and
metacognitive abilities.

For help with implementing a well-balanced approach to assessment and
instruction, I recommend Reading Assessment and Instruction: A Qualitative
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Approach to Diagnosis (Flippo, 1997). This excellent book contains numerous
checklists and forms that enable thorough, concise record keeping. It also suggests
specific types of questions to help teachers conduct informal qualitative assess-
ments on their own (see sample assessment questions in Table 12). Careful con-
sideration of each of these questions is time-consuming yet extremely worthwhile.
The questions can help teachers gain valuable insights that enhance in-depth as-
sessment of each student’s reading strengths and needs. These insights then pro-
vide key information—information useful for planning effective instruction.

During the assessment process, teachers should try to observe students and
engage them in a dialogue about their own literacy processes. Observations and di-
alogues should focus not only on phonological decoding, word identification,
and literal comprehension skills but also on critical and inferential comprehen-
sion and metacognition. Through observation, discussion, and questioning, the
teacher can assess each student’s evolving literacy skills, attitudes, interests, and
strategies, then tailor instruction accordingly. The best instruction uses new in-
formation from periodic formal and informal assessments to guide each student’s
literacy program.
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1. Can the student give reasons to support his or her answers to comprehension questions?
2. What follow-up procedures does the student use to facilitate comprehension?
3. To what extent is the student aware of his or her metacognitive strategies for

comprehension monitoring?
4. When the student realizes that comprehension is momentarily lagging, how effective is

the student in going back to the text to find relevant information?
5. What strategies does the student use to regain understanding?
6. How well does the student use information from the text to support answers?
7. Does the student use general impressions or specific excerpts from the text?
8. Does the student understand the connotation of specific words as they are used in

particular contexts?
9. Does the student use prior knowledge to support answers?

10. Does the student consider whether or not the author substantiates claims?
11. To what extent do the student’s personal feelings about the topic influence responses, and

is the student aware of the effect of his or her own feelings and perspectives on the
interpretation?

Adapted from Flippo, R.F. (1997). Reading assessment and instruction: A qualitative approach to diagnosis. Fort Worth, TX:
Harcourt Brace.

TABLE 12
Sample Questions for Qualitative Reading Assessment



Conclusion: Good News About
Engagement and Test Scores

Teaching the next generation of readers is a challenging task. We can succeed in
this task by involving students in decisions about their own learning. After assess-
ing their reading skills, we should enlist students to help locate materials that re-
flect their interests as well as their instructional levels. Through their interests,
students become more deeply engaged in reading, which leads them to read more
and more and become increasingly skilled. The good news from research is that
reader engagement leads to better outcomes in all respects—including higher
scores on state-mandated tests (Guthrie, 2004).

Having high expectations for students is important, but how will we know
whether students have met our expectations? How can their reading achievement
be assessed accurately? Standards-driven accountability through testing is one
way, and I am not arguing against testing; however, a single test score alone should
never be used as the sole indicator of satisfactory performance. Ongoing formal
and informal assessments should also be used—and used in equal measure.
Otherwise, students who struggle will continue to be left behind, and talented
striving readers such as Baruj Benacerraf, Florence Haseltine, and others in this
book will likely be overlooked. The stories of resilience and success in this study
tell us that we can do a better job of identifying, assessing, and teaching students
who struggle. With our help, striving readers really can succeed.
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C H A P T E R6

Conclusions 
and Implications

The striving readers in this book told poignant tales of struggles and 
frustrations—struggles that resulted in resilience and success. Their
odysseys provide critical insights into the learning process of striving
readers who overcame their reading difficulties, eventually becoming

highly skilled readers. Results from their cases led to the Interest-Based Model of
Reading, which has five components: (1) a passionate, personal interest that spurs
sustained reading; (2) avid, topic-specific reading; (3) deep schema knowledge; (4)
contextual reading strategies; and (5) mentoring support. Each element of the



model has specific implications, as does each result of the study. What are the
main results and implications?

Passionate, Personal Interests 
and Intrinsic Motivation

First, when it comes to teaching, the power of a reader’s passionate, personal in-
terest cannot be overstated. Interest is a generative force for all kinds of learning,
especially learning to read. A child who is curious about a topic of personal in-
terest has intrinsic motivation to pursue reading because reading offers a route
into learning about the topic. Research shows that this type of intrinsic motiva-
tion, driven by internal curiosity, is the most powerful kind of motivation—far
more powerful and long-lasting than external motivators such as grades or prizes
(Deci, 1992; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Schiefele, 1992). Internal motivation driven by
personal curiosity is a powerful force that teachers and parents can use to propel
learning forward. We know that a young child’s curiosity about the world is
boundless; all children have an innate curiosity and desire to learn. (Just observe
a toddler exploring the intricacies of a single leaf from a tree!) We need to har-
ness each child’s natural curiosity in an effort to inspire reading. To accomplish
this we should use alluring, enticing texts. The personal relevance of reading ma-
terials for each student provides the key to that student’s success.

The Power of a Familiar Schema
A second result was that the power of a familiar schema is key for promoting
deep comprehension. This finding, too, has important teaching implications. A
key result from this study was that these striving readers ultimately became high-
ly skilled readers—albeit three to four years later than their peers. How did they
learn to read? Through schema familiarity based on avid reading about a favorite
topic or genre. Schema familiarity provided the scaffolds that enabled them to
develop increasingly higher levels of reading skills. This connection between
schema familiarity and progress in reading opens the door to a new understand-
ing of how children who struggle can learn to read not only at a basic level but also
at a very high level.
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Nonlinear Developmental Pathways 
and Balanced Teaching

Third, results of the reading tests revealed other important findings: Two thirds of
these individuals never mastered spelling, and one third of them did not master
spelling or other phonological decoding skills. Yet, they all became skilled readers—
scoring at the highest levels in silent reading comprehension and vocabulary.
Many followed nonlinear developmental pathways in which phonological decod-
ing skills, visual-graphic skills, and semantic skills were only partially integrated.

Results from this study agree with other research that shows that not all chil-
dren learn to read in the same way, and not all follow a traditional pathway in
which the components of reading are highly integrated and seamless (Fink, in
press; Fischer & Knight, 1990; Mascolo et al., 2002). What does this mean for
teaching? A large body of research has established that most children benefit from
structured lessons in systematic phonics and other language skills (Adams, 1990;
Hall & Moats, 1999; Moats, 2000; Pressley, 1998; Snow et al., 1998; Torgesen,
2004; Torgesen et al., 2003). Yet, according to the results of this study, different
children may benefit to differing degrees. Despite years of instruction in system-
atic language lessons, one third of the men and women in this study remained
weak in phonological decoding skills. Nevertheless, they became excellent text
comprehenders. This result suggests that, while phonological decoding ability is
very important, it does not in itself ensure reading success—nor does it preclude
reading strategies from developing. Therefore, phonics should be taught systemat-
ically and explicitly; phonics should not be discarded. However, other approach-
es should accompany the teaching of phonics and be given equal time. And, other
approaches should be included from the very beginning—in kindergarten and the
primary grades. We need to offer truly balanced teaching, which means provid-
ing equal time for solid skills instruction and rich experiences with authentic
texts. Otherwise, some children will continue to be left behind—forever margin-
alized “on the outside looking in” (Purcell-Gates, 1991).

Time for Silent Reading
The striving readers in this study read a lot on their own—silently. Many elemen-
tary classrooms emphasize oral reading, which is an important skill. However, we
should not overlook the importance of silent reading. Silent reading is essential for
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developing reading fluency and self-esteem. Children quickly learn by observation
that the adults around them read silently (not orally) most of the time. How many
adults do you know who read aloud regularly once their children are independent
readers? Probably not many. What this means for practice is that we should plan
sufficient time each day for silent reading practice, both at home and at school.

A New Notion: 
Content Area–Dependent Fluency

One surprising new result from this study was the discovery that reading speed
and fluency can be highly sensitive and variable depending on the content area,
topic, and genre. For some students, fluency is content area dependent and may
remain noticeably lower in a less familiar content area, or domain. This was clear-
ly the case for Roy Daniels, who showed evidence of differentiated reading abili-
ty in science and math compared to English and history. Daniels reads different
types of texts with variable ease or difficulty. Even today, his fluency depends on
the text and its interest to him, and its structure, familiarity, concepts, and vo-
cabulary. This finding of differentiated reading ability in different content areas
extends Stanovich’s (1986) notion of Matthew effects to a within-the-individual
analysis: The more a student reads in one content area, the “richer” or better he
or she becomes reading in that domain.

Daniels’s content area–dependent fluency raises a new question: Should
the concept of fluency be expanded to embrace a more flexible concept similar
to the way that Gardner (1983) expanded the notion of intelligence to a more dy-
namic theory that includes multiple intelligences? Perhaps there are multiple
fluencies. A more flexible, intra-individual notion of fluency might help us to
understand how students read personally appealing texts with more ease and skill
than other texts. Fluency may not be simple, unidimensional, or static; rather, it
may turn out to be a more complex, dynamic phenomenon that varies with the do-
main. More research is needed to explore this intriguing possibility further.

Marvelous Mentors and Policy
According to this study, the role of mentors cannot be overemphasized. The striv-
ing readers in this book attribute much of their success to support from dedicat-
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ed mentors at school—teachers who took a special interest in them. Clearly, sup-
portive mentors are crucial if striving readers are to succeed. But excellent men-
toring requires extra time for teachers and specialists to spend with each student.
And more time implies low student–teacher ratios, which leads inevitably to fund-
ing issues. We know that additional money alone will not teach a child to read;
however, only with adequate funding can we provide the small classes in which
mentoring has a chance to develop and thrive.

Psychologists Robert Brooks and Samuel Goldstein (Brooks, 2001; Brooks
& Goldstein, 2001) say that each child needs at least one charismatic adult who
connects, encourages, and believes in the promise of that child’s talents and
strengths. For a good mentor to emerge for each student, small classes are a ne-
cessity. Small classes enable rich human connections to take root and grow; in
contrast, overcrowded classes inhibit deep connections from being forged.

Even with superb mentors, it took Nobel laureate Baruj Benacerraf 10 years
to become proficient in English reading. Like him, most English-language learn-
ers take at least 5 to 7 years—or longer—to learn academic literacy. This reality is
frequently overlooked when we adhere to outmoded deficit models that view
language and cultural differences as problems instead of assets. Benacerraf’s expe-
rience suggests just the opposite: Linguistic and cultural diversity are assets that
educators can use to spur students’ development of strong English reading. The
case of Benacerraf and other case studies in this book lead to a powerful conclu-
sion: Diversity can provide rich schematic background on which to build litera-
cy. This suggests that we need flexible policies that encourage teachers to integrate
reading materials from each student’s culture of origin.

The Power of Play and Hands-On Activities
Another implication of the study relates to the role of play in learning to read. Roy
Daniels “played” at science, conducting his own experiments in his basement at
home. Susan Brown created her own scripts, enacting dramas of her own design.
Researchers know that these kinds of play experiences are crucial for young chil-
dren’s cognitive development and that rich play experiences promote the develop-
ment of background information that promotes literacy (Daiute, 1989; Daiute &
Morse, 1993). Creative play activities help children build rich background knowl-
edge and exploratory habits of mind. These, in turn, form the cornerstone, the
very foundation, on which strong reading is built. But policies that mandate
highly prescriptive programs in preschool, kindergarten, and the primary grades
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preclude play from the curriculum. Consequently, children’s innate curiosity is
curtailed, and spontaneous, “playful” reading development is cut short.

Rich play experiences from grade school to high school were pivotal to the
striving readers in this book, helping them gradually to develop high reading lev-
els. Playful activities involving the arts and sciences helped support their in-
creasingly sophisticated reading and writing. What this means for policy is clear:
We need to integrate reading lessons with multiple forms of the arts and sciences
for students at all ages and stages of development. To meet each student’s learning
needs, we should encourage all forms of activity-based learning—experiments,
demonstrations, field trips, song, dance, choral reading, Readers Theatre, drama,
poetry, story writing and storytelling, drawing, painting, and working with clay.
We should not abandon holistic approaches such as these for one-size-fits-all pre-
scripted methods. There is no “magic wand” for reading instruction; different
children learn to read in a variety of ways. Consequently, teachers must be pre-
pared with a variety of strategies in order to meet the needs of all learners.

Hands-on, activities-based approaches are crucial for teaching in the expand-
ing information economy in the United States, where curiosity, inquiry, and alter-
native ways of problem solving are highly valued. Policies that fail to emphasize
these higher level thinking aspects of reading are counterproductive. The reason
why is apparent: Not only will our children be ill-equipped to compete globally,
but they will be deprived of the richness and thrill of creative inquiry.

Conclusion: Striving Readers CAN Succeed!
The high expectations of marvelous mentors helped the striving readers in this
study to succeed at top levels—becoming leaders, thinkers, and writers in extreme-
ly demanding professions. Many became famous in their fields. The policy impli-
cations here are clear: Parents, teachers, administrators, and policymakers should
have high expectations for all students. All students need the opportunity to learn
a solid body of knowledge and engage in the critical thinking habits that lead to
creative work.

Throughout the study of these inspiring men and women, I was struck by
how deeply engaged they were in their reading. And I was struck by their pro-
found emotions about their learning experiences. Apparently, learning to read in
our highly literate society is a developmental process fraught with emotion.
Teaching reading is not only about finding “the right” cognitive methods, but

140



also about matters of the heart—passion, a burning desire to know, a tender bond
between a teacher and a student.

The stories of these remarkably successful men and women send a resound-
ing and powerful message: Striving readers can learn to read well, even if they
learn differently from others. But success doesn’t come easily; teaching reading
and learning to read present enormous challenges to everyone involved. I hope
that this book helps teachers, parents, and others to instill in each student the
belief, “I CAN succeed; I can do it, too!”
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A P P E N D I X

Background
and Design

of the Study

This appendix reviews the literature on striving readers and traces the
design of my study, which included 66 successful adults who were striv-
ing readers from across the United States.

What We Know About 
Teaching Striving Readers

Researchers have long recommended specific approaches for teaching reading to
students who struggle, namely, highly structured, systematic methods that entail
step-by-step lessons in specific language knowledge and skills (Adams, 1990;
Chall, 1983; Cox, 1983; Hall & Moats, 1999; Knight, 1986; Moats, 2000; Tallal,
2000; Torgesen, 2004; Wilson, 1992). Highly structured approaches, sometimes
called systematic or explicit phonics, are often emphasized in the early grades
until students demonstrate mastery of phonological decoding and other basic
skills. However, highly structured methods have also been used successfully with
older children and adults (Greene, 1996, 2002; Torgesen et al., 2003; Wilson,
1992). Consequently, Catone and Brady (2005) have suggested that structured,
systematic instruction may be needed for older students more frequently than was
previously thought.
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Many researchers recommend balancing explicit skills instruction with op-
portunities for students to practice reading authentic, meaningful texts. This
means that in addition to teaching specific skills and subskills systematically,
teachers should also provide a variety of good books and sufficient time for stu-
dents to read them (Chall, 1983, 1996; Flippo, 1998; Guthrie, 2004; Guthrie &
Alvermann, 1999; Guthrie & Wigfield, 1997; Hinchman, Alvermann, Boyd,
Brozo, & Vacca, 2003/2004; Roller, 1996; Snow et al., 1998; Vail, 1991; Weaver,
1998; Wilson, 1992).

In addition, multisensory methods are also highly recommended, especially
for teaching reading to students who struggle. Multisensory methods entail simul-
taneous instruction in the use and association of three sensory channels—visual,
auditory, and kinesthetic/motoric. The rationale for multisensory instruction is
that each sensory input provides additional reinforcement that many students
need in order to develop mastery. Several widely used multisensory programs are
available commercially, including the Orton-Gillingham Approach (Orton
Dyslexia Society Research Committee, 1994), Language! (Greene, 2002), the
Wilson Reading System (1992), and Starting Over (Knight, 2002).

In addition to these approaches, audio- and videotapes, books on tape, and
computer-assisted programs have been used effectively with striving readers.
Assistive technology and media have two primary goals for readers who struggle:
(1) remediation in the student’s areas of deficit and (2) provision of alternative
means of access to subject matter content (Brooks, 1995; Meyer & Rose, 1998;
Tallal, 2000; Wood, 2004).

A large body of research attests to the effectiveness of these approaches
with young children. Moreover, research on striving readers beyond the third
grade has been growing steadily. Best practices for teaching striving middle school
and adolescent students is receiving increasing attention among reading re-
searchers and teachers (Cassidy & Cassidy, 2004/2005; Catone & Brady, 2005;
McCormack & Paratore, 2003; Moore, Alvermann, & Hinchman, 2000; Roller,
1996). There is also increasing interest in adults who struggle with reading yet
ultimately succeed. Several studies reveal that some struggling readers show re-
silience and eventually achieve spectacular success, both in literacy and in life
(Bruck, 1990; Fink, 1992, 1993, 1995/1996, 1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 2000b, 2002,
2003a, 2003b, in press; Gottfredson, Finucci, & Childs, 1983; Lefly & Pennington,
1991; Rawson, 1968; Vogel & Reder, 1998; Vogel, Vogel, Sharoni, & Dahan, 2003).

What contributes to the resilience of these readers? What strategies do they
use to overcome their reading difficulties? These questions were the driving force
behind the study described in this book.
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In designing this study, I did not set out to focus on the role of students’ in-
terests in developing reading skills; in fact, none of the initial questions focused on
interest. However, my study ended by doing just that because individual interest
emerged from the data as a powerful and unexpected result that could not be ig-
nored. In 1913, Dewey studied the powerful role of personal interest in promoting
all kinds of learning. Since then, others have found that the influence of interest
is “particularly salient when students are in the process of developing their read-
ing skills” (e.g., Renninger, 1992, p. 391; cf. Alexander, 2002). In a recent study,
Reeves (2004) concluded that students require above all else “something that is in-
teresting” in developing reading skills (p. 240).

Identifying Participants for the Study
To conduct the study for this book, I interviewed and tested men and women from
across the United States who had struggled with severe reading difficulties yet
became highly successful, both as readers and as professionals. All but one indi-
vidual gave me permission to use his or her real name in the hope of inspiring oth-
ers who have trouble learning to read.

I used professional referrals and distributed notices at professional confer-
ences in order to select the 66 striving readers who participated in the study.
Prospective participants were screened in preliminary telephone interviews for
exclusionary criteria, such as a history of inadequate schooling or poor vision.
Their profiles of language-based difficulties were recorded and analyzed based
on retrospective face-to-face interviews conducted individually with each partici-
pant. A case history was taken that included a family history of reading struggles
and a personal history of diagnosis and special assistance for reading difficulties.
Data from interviews, questionnaires, and reading and psychological assessments
were used to identify common themes.

The study compared reading development in two groups of highly successful
adults: one group was successful and had struggled with reading, whereas the oth-
er group (the comparison group) was equally successful but had not struggled.
Equal numbers of males and females were included in an effort to move away from
the tendency of previous research to focus disproportionately on boys and men
(Fink, 1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 2000b, 2003a; Shaywitz, Towle, Keese, & Shaywitz,
1990; Vogel, 1990; Vogel & Walsh, 1987).

I made a conscious attempt to identify individuals who had struggled with
reading yet succeeded in a wide array of careers that require extensive reading.
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Therefore, the sample was not random but rather was selected based on the fol-
lowing factors: level of educational and career achievement, field of expertise, gen-
der, age, and socioeconomic level. Participants were considered “successful” (1)
if they demonstrated professional competence recognized by peers in an area of
expertise that requires sophisticated reading and demands extensive training,
skill, and responsibility and (2) if they supported themselves financially.

Defining Striving Readers
The choice of selection criteria met two definitions of striving readers: (1) the
International Dyslexia Association (IDA) research definition of dyslexia, and (2)
the Responsiveness to Intervention (RTI) definition of a striving reader. The
IDA definition (Orton Dyslexia Society Research Committee, 1994), which is be-
ing considered for modification, maintains the classic notion of an “unexpected”
reading problem or “discrepancy” between the person’s potential (often measured
by the Full Scale IQ) and his or her actual reading achievement (often measured
by standardized diagnostic reading assessments) (Clark, 2003; Gresham, 2001;
Keogh, Torgesen, & Chapman, 2004; Lyon, Shaywitz, & Shaywitz, 2003). The
IDA conceptualizes a striving reader as demonstrating unexpected

difficulties in single word decoding, usually reflecting insufficient phonological
processing abilities...manifest by variable difficulty with different forms of lan-
guage, often including, in addition to problems reading, a conspicuous problem
with acquiring proficiency in writing and spelling. (p. 4)

The RTI definition (Gresham, 2002) identifies students as striving readers
“if their academic performances in relevant areas do not change in response to a
validated intervention implemented with integrity” (pp. 480–481). In my study,
all 66 participants in the group of striving readers had failed to respond to vali-
dated interventions in reading, and had had difficulties learning to decode single
words and/or learn adequate reading and spelling skills through at least the third
grade. Participants in my study between age 26 and 50 had been diagnosed with
reading difficulties by reading specialists using established assessment instru-
ments; for those older than 50, educated when documentation was less common,
a case history of early and continuing difficulties in reading unfamiliar words,
spelling, and writing constituted the “diagnostic signature” of a striving reader
(Shaywitz, Fletcher, & Shaywitz, 1994, p. 7). Men and women in the study de-
scribed in this book were matched for types and severity of reading problems
and concomitant traits, as shown in Table A1.
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Age, Class, and Achievements of Participants
Research suggests that self-report of childhood reading difficulties by adults is
both valid and reliable (Decker, Vogler, & DeFries, 1989; Finucci et al., 1984;
Gilger, 1992; Lefly, 1997; Lefly & Pennington, 2000). Moreover, accuracy and re-
liability are higher for middle-aged, normal-achieving, or high-achieving individu-
als (Gilger, 1992). All participants in the study described in this book were high
achievers, and most were middle-aged. The mean age of the striving readers was
45 (range = 26–75); the mean age of the comparison group was 51 (range = 33–62).
Males and females were matched for age.

Many participants in this study were outstanding professionals in the top
echelons of their fields. Despite their reading difficulties, all participants except
one had graduated from four-year colleges or universities. (One individual had
attended but did not complete college.) Of the readers who struggled, 6 earned
medical degrees, 18 doctoral degrees, 4 law degrees, 21 master’s degrees, and 17
bachelor’s degrees.

147

Problem** Males Females Total***

Single word decoding 29 30 59
Spelling 30 29 59
Discrepancy 26 27 53
Diagnosis/remediation 25 25 50
Letter identification 23 23 46
Writing 25 24 49
Slow reading and/or writing 28 26 54
Memory 26 26 52
Laterality 16 22 38
(left-right distinction)
Second language 27 28 55
Fine motor 19 17 36
(i.e., illegible handwriting)
Familial dyslexia 22 26 48

*Mean number of problems per participant:
Males Females

Mean # of problems (SD) 9.9 (1.3) 10.0 (1.3)
Range 6–12 8–12
**There were no significant differences between males and females (t = 0.30, p = .767).
***Data not available for b participants.

TABLE A1
Self-Reported Problems of Successful Striving Readers*



The matched comparison group included individuals who had not strug-
gled with reading but were high achievers comparable to the striving readers. Due
to limited resources, the comparison group was limited to 5 men and 5 women. Of
the participants in the comparison group, 1 earned a medical degree, 5 doctoral
degrees, 1 law degree, and 3 master’s degrees. Like those who had struggled, par-
ticipants in the comparison group also succeeded in fields that demand sophisti-
cated, complex reading skills.

Diversity of Participants
The majority of participants were white, middle-class citizens from all regions of
the United States, including 18 states and the District of Columbia. Most partici-
pants had been raised in middle to upper middle class families, although a few
came from working class origins. A small number of African Americans and
Hispanics participated, but their numbers were not proportionately representa-
tive of minorities in the U.S. population. An attempt was made to locate more
members of minorities; however, finding them proved difficult, presumably be-
cause minorities are still not proportionately successful in our society due to on-
going discrimination (Gadsden, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 1994). Participants earned
salaries that indicated middle to high socioeconomic status.

Procedures and Instruments
Used in the Study

I conducted detailed, face-to-face interviews (3–9 hours each) with each individ-
ual. Interviews were guided by interview questions conducted in a semi-struc-
tured, open-ended format, shown in Table A2.

Carol Gilligan’s clinical interview methodology was used—an approach in
which the interviewing researcher follows not only her own research agenda and
prepared questions, but also the agenda, needs, questions, language patterns,
and cues of the interview subject (Attanucci, 1988). In keeping with Gilligan’s ap-
proach, I encouraged the men and women to diverge from my questions, follow
their own tangents, and tell their stories in their own words (Attanucci, 1988).

Whenever possible, interviews took place in the naturalistic setting of each
person’s home or workplace, where participants recollected their reading and
learning history in a developmental framework, school grade by school grade,
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1. As a child having trouble learning to read, as a student later on, and as an adult with
dyslexia today, what special learning strategies have you used to help with reading,
studying, and professional tasks? I’m very interested in finding out what learning
strategies or tricks you developed that stand out for you as having been particularly useful.

2. Tell me about your struggles, obstacles you faced, and learning strategies that worked for
you that you feel led to your present success.

3. What is your earliest memory of learning differently from other children?

4. Tell me about preschool (if you attended), kindergarten, and elementary school.

5. What tasks were particularly difficult for you in elementary school, and what specific
strategies did you use to master skills such as reading? Writing? Spelling? Learning
multiplication tables? Others?

6. How did your early teachers respond to your learning difficulties?

7. Tell me about your family. How did your parents respond to your learning problems?

8. When you were in elementary school, how did other children react to your learning
problems?

9. Tell me about your struggles during adolescence. What schools did you attend? Do any
courses stand out as having been particularly troublesome?

10. What specific learning strategies did you use to get through English class, social studies,
math, science, foreign language?

11. What special services, if any, did you receive during school?

12. What were your experiences with IQ tests and achievement tests? With SATs and GREs?

13. Tell me about your relationships with your parents, teachers, and other students during
middle school and high school. How did you feel about yourself during this period?

14. Were there people who were particularly helpful to you? Tell me about them.

15. Tell me how you decided to go to college. Why did you decide to go? Was it expected in
your family? How did you choose your college? What was the application process like for
you? Did teachers encourage you or discourage you? Tell me about it.

16. What were your experiences getting through all the required (and other) courses in
college? What specific learning strategies did you use during college? 

17. Why did you decide to go to graduate school? How did you get through the required
courses? Were there particular courses or exams that stand out as having been stumbling
blocks? How did you get through them?

18. What particular strategies do you use in your work as a professional today? 

19. What, if any, differences do you think you would have experienced if you had had the
same talents and abilities and the same reading struggles but been of a different gender?

Adapted from Fink, R.P. (1995/1996). Successful dyslexics: A constructivist study of passionate interest reading. Journal
of Adolescent & Adult Reading, 39(4), 270.

TABLE A2
Learning Interview Schedule



content area by content area. Typical questions included, “What is your earliest
memory of learning differently from other children?” and “What specific strate-
gies did you use for reading, writing, spelling, multiplication tables, history, sci-
ence, and so forth, in first grade, second grade, etc.?” Care was taken to avoid
asking questions in a manner likely to influence responses.

Each interview was audiotaped and transcribed in its entirety by a trained
transcriber in order to preserve rich descriptive detail and ensure accuracy.
Interview transcripts were coded according to multiple dimensions of cognitive
and affective development, including experiences of humiliation and frustration
in learning, experiences of jubilation and joy in learning, topic(s) and type(s) of
first books read, ages and circumstances of early memories of reading, and rela-
tionships with key people.

To check for reliability, data were coded and analyzed by two independent
psychologists trained at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Transcripts
were analyzed for topics and genres of self-selected reading and ages of basic flu-
ency development. Intercoder reliability for the topic/genre variable was 90%;
intercoder reliability for the age variable was 100%.

To verify interview information, additional biographical data were collect-
ed from various sources. These included a detailed curriculum vita from each par-
ticipant; diagnostic, school, and clinical reports, when available; information from
parents and spouses, when available; information from public sources such as
Who’s Who in America; and journal articles, book chapters, full-length books,
and works of art created by each participant.

Reading and Psychological Measures and Assessments 
Used in the Study
I individually administered formal and informal tests and assessments (see Table
A3). The same assessments were administered to individuals who had struggled
with reading and individuals in the comparison group.

The Adult Reading History Questionnaire
The Adult Reading History Questionnaire (ARHQ) was administered to assess
the severity of each individual’s reading difficulties and gain further insight into
each participant’s reading development, habits, and attitudes (Lefly, 1997; Lefly
& Pennington, 2000). The ARHQ is highly correlated with adult diagnostic cri-
teria in Pennington’s familial dyslexic sample (r = .61–.73; p < .001) (Lefly &
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Pennington, 2000). Lefly and Pennington used a cutoff point of .30 to indicate the
presence of reading difficulties. In this study, all of the striving readers had ARHQ
scores above .30, indicating that they had experienced severe reading difficulties
(Mean = .60, SD = .09, range = .38–.82).

Self-in-Relationship Interview Protocol
Monsour’s (1985) self-in-relationship interview protocol was individually ad-
ministered to each participant. This instrument analyzes the individual’s core
self-concept (Calverley, Fischer, & Ayoub, 1994; Fischer & Kennedy, 1997). In
using this protocol, the individual first constructs a brief self-portrait by naming
five key personal traits of personality, behavior, and character. Next, the individ-
ual produces five terms that describe the self in relation to important people (such
as the mother, father, romantic partner, friend, colleague, etc.). Finally, the indi-
vidual selects five adjectives from the previously produced list that reflect the en-
during self, the “real me, the core me, the lasting self.”
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1. The Diagnostic Assessments of Reading With Trial Teaching Strategies (DARTTS)
(Roswell & Chall, 1992). This is an untimed, nationally normed instrument that spans
beginning through advanced reading levels (ceiling = 12th grade) and assesses a person’s
relative strengths and weaknesses in reading. It was selected to help ascertain whether each
participant’s reading profile was “jagged” or smooth.

2. The Nelson-Denny Reading Test of Vocabulary, Reading Comprehension, and Reading
Rate, Form H (ND) (Brown, Fishco, & Hanna, 1993). This is a college-level reading test
that measures reading ability through postgraduate levels. It is a timed, nationally normed
test designed to provide an objective ranking of student ability in vocabulary development,
silent reading comprehension, and reading rate.

3. The Pig Latin Test (adapted from Lefly, 1997). This informal instrument contains 48 items
administered in an untimed format. It assesses awareness of phonemic elements and the
ability to manipulate phonemes and syllables, along with other phonological skills.

4. The Florida Nonsense Passages (adapted from Gross-Glenn, Jallad, Novoa, Helgreen-
Lempesis, & Lubs, 1990). This is an informal instrument that entails reading nonsense
words embedded in otherwise meaningful paragraphs. It assesses decoding, oral reading
speed, and oral reading accuracy.

5. The Graded Nonword Reading and Spelling Test (Snowling et al., 1996). This is an
untimed measure of the ability to read and spell novel letter strings. Initially designed for
use with children, it is considered suitable for adults who struggle with reading.

TABLE A3
Reading Assessments



Guiding Questions of the Study
The following questions guided the study:

1. How, when in development, and under what conditions do highly success-
ful professionals who struggled with reading develop reading skills?

2. What reading levels do they ultimately achieve?

3. Do they continue to show jagged profiles of reading strengths and weak-
nesses? If so, are there any discernible patterns in their profiles?

4. How do the reading profiles of striving readers compare with those of a
matched comparison group?

5. Do the experiences of males and females who struggle with reading differ?
If so, what are the differences?

6. What behaviors and characteristics should teachers look for to help iden-
tify striving readers in their classrooms?

7. What instructional methods, materials, and strategies are helpful for
teachers to use with striving readers with differing interests at different
ages?

8. What are the implications of the results of this study for theory; research;
home, classroom, and clinical practice; and administrative and policy
decisions?
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