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STRIvING READERS
“There’s no such thing as a kid who hates reading.  
There are just kids who love reading, and kids who  
are reading the wrong books. We need to help them  
find the right books.” 

—James Patterson, Award-winning Novelist and Founder of Read Kiddo Read

 
KeY fInDInGs

• “Children must have easy—literally fingertip—access to books that provide engaging, suc-
cessful reading experiences throughout the calendar year if we want them to read in volume” 
(Johnston, 2010, p. 363).

• Teachers play a pivotal role in helping their students find the will to read and the thrill of 
succeeding (Duke et al., 2011). Successful teachers, without fail, do two things: 
 » Provide their students with the instructional scaffolding (or support) they need to succeed. 

Videos, for example, grab student attention and deliver the essential background knowl-
edge that enables students to access increasingly complex text (Hasselbring, 2012).

 » Match their students with books that they can read with enjoyment and deep comprehen-
sion. Hooking students with terrific content isn’t just fun—it’s the key to our students’ 
success. As Duke, Pearson, and Billman (2011) remind us, “Motivation is highly correlated 
with learning in general and reading comprehension, in particular.”

• Students, even those who find reading challenging, thrive in classrooms that are filled with 
books at different levels, where the teacher celebrates books—creating colorful book displays 
and giving book talks that promote favorite titles—and students are given choice in what they 
read, as well as time and support to read it (Pressley, et al., 2006; Allington, 2012).

• Walczyk & Griffin-Ross (2007) found that striving readers benefit from some say in what they 
read and how they read it. In other words, they benefit when they are allowed to choose books 
they want to read and to slow down their reading and implement compensatory strategies, 
such as reading out loud, backtracking and rereading, pausing, skipping words they don’t 
know, using onset rime patterns (Zinke, 2017), analogizing to a known word, or using context 
to predict what word might come next (Cooper et al., 2006).

• Guthrie et al. (2004), commenting on the results of two large national and international sets 
of data examining the relationship between reading engagement and achievement, writes, 

“Based on this massive sample, this finding suggests the stunning conclusion that engaged 
reading can overcome traditional barriers to reading achievement, including gender, parental 
education, and income.” 

• The Kids Count report “Early Warning! Why Reading by the End of Third Grade Matters” 
makes clear what’s at stake when primary students fail to thrive as confident readers: “Reading 
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proficiently by the end of third grade (as measured by NAEP at the beginning of fourth grade) 
can be a make-or-break benchmark in a child’s educational development” (2010). 

• Researchers Catherine Snow, et al. maintain that “academic success, as defined by high school 
graduation, can be predicted with reasonable accuracy by knowing a student’s reading skill 
at the end of third grade. A child who is not at least a modestly skilled reader by that time is 
unlikely to graduate from high school” (1998).

• Students who are assigned to the “slow” reading group often feel stupid. “Our first experience 
with reading influences our perceptions of our intelligence, even as adults …. If you ask an 
adult, ‘Do you consider yourself above average, about average, or below average?’ most of 
them have a clear picture of where they fall on the intelligence spectrum—based on the years 
when they were learning to read” (Johnson, 2011).

• McGill-Franzen et al. (2016) showcases the research of Rosalie Fink (1995; 1997), who demon-
strated that curiosity and a “pursuit of passionate interests” can drive the kind of reading 
practice that ultimately helps even so-called dyslexics overcome reading challenges. Fink 
interviewed 60 highly successful adult professionals who attended prestigious universities 
and became award-winning scientists, professors in medicine, neuroscience physics, and law, 
and yet as children all had been identified as dyslexic. Nevertheless, all became accomplished 
professionals by immersing themselves in “massive amounts of technical reading” about their 
topic of interest. In the process, these striving readers developed: 

… deep background knowledge, schema familiarity, and contextual understanding. Famil-
iarity with domain-specific vocabulary, themes, and typical text structures provided the 
scaffolds that supported their development of increasingly sophisticated literacy skills 
(Fink, 1997, p.38 cited in Franzen 2016).

• Again, we are reminded of Krashen’s (2011) concept of “narrow reading”—the practice of delv-
ing deeply into a particular topic of interest and, scaffolded by the familiar vocabulary, text 
structures, and concepts, consuming vast qualities of text with relative ease.

 
MoRe To KnoW

successful Reading by Third Grade

Failure to achieve reading proficiency by third grade disproportionately affects children from high 
poverty households and communities. Typically, this developmental lag is the result of differences in 
resources and opportunities for healthy physical, linguistic, cognitive, social, emotional, and behav-
ioral development. Children who must live with the challenges of poverty have a higher incidence of 
health problems that interfere with learning, and, what’s more, they may lack the early interactions 
that foster linguistic development, such as rich verbal interactions with their families (Cunningham 
& Zibulsky, 2014; Hart & Risley, 1999), access to books (Neuman & Celano, 2012; 2001), and the daily 
read-aloud (Adams, 1990). 

In her seminal Beginning to Read (1990), Marilyn Adams notes that children from families of means 
often arrive at school with 1,000 hours of read-aloud time under their belts. In stark contrast, children 
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from high-poverty households may not have experienced a single read-aloud—or, if they have, it more 
typically adds up to just 25 hours’ worth—a far cry from the robust 1,000 hours that more economi-
cally privileged children enjoy.

In his 2012 study, “Double Jeopardy: How Third-Grade Reading Skills and Poverty Influence High 
School Graduation,” researcher Donald Hernandez notes that third grade is a pivotal point: “If you ha-
ven’t succeeded by third grade it’s more difficult to [remediate] than it would have been if you started 
before then.” Drawing from the data of the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ “National Longitudinal Study of 
Youth,” Dr. Hernandez examined the reading scores and later graduation rates of 3,975 students born 
between 1979 and 1989. His findings, as reported in the Annie B. Casey Report, are convincing:

He found 16 percent overall did not have a diploma by age 19, but students who struggled with 
reading in early elementary school grew up to comprise 88 percent of those who did not receive 
a diploma. That made low reading skills an even stronger predictor than spending at least a year 
in poverty, which affected 70 percent of the students who didn’t graduate. In fact, 89 percent 
of students in poverty who did read on level by third grade graduated on time, statistically no 
different from the students who never experienced poverty but did struggle with reading early 
on. By contrast, more than one in four poor, struggling readers did not graduate, compared with 
only two percent of good readers from wealthier backgrounds. Mr. Hernandez found that gaps 
in graduation rates among white, black, and Hispanic students closed once poverty and reading 
proficiency were taken into account. ‘If they are proficient in reading, they basically have the 
same rate of graduation, above 90 percent,’ Mr. Hernandez said. ‘If they did not reach proficien-
cy, that’s when you see these big gaps emerge.’ 

The best way to prevent failure to thrive as a proficient reader is to marshal the support of all involved: 
families, schools, and communities. When all work together to surround children with meaningful 
literacy experiences and closely monitor their progress, children are more likely to enter the third 
grade pivotal point as confident, capable readers who will continue to excel in school and graduate 
from high school. Early literacy, in other words, is the gift that keeps on giving, providing benefits that 
extend well beyond the primary grades and carry students all the way through a successful school 
career to on-time high school graduation.

books, RTI, and no-fail Help for Reluctant Readers

“When classroom teachers provided students with easy access to a wide range of  
interesting texts, the effects on comprehension and motivation to read were enormous.” 
 —Richard Allington

Response to Intervention (RTI) originated in 2002 with the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA). While its premise was simple, its results are revolutionary: students who struggle with 
reading no longer face a battery of diagnostic tests administered by a school psychologist, which, 
in years past, typically led to a special education placement. Now, thanks to the RTI breakthrough, 
classroom teachers use a series of systematic assessments to determine the strengths and challenges 
of their striving readers. With that data in hand, they are able to create a thoughtful program of sen-
sitive support for these students inside the comfort of their own classrooms. In other words, rather 
than referring readers with challenges to the school psychologist and special education, a process 
which can take months, classroom teachers intervene with targeted small-group instruction, typically 
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framed around three tiers that represent a “continuum of supports” (National Center on Response to 
Intervention, 2010, p. 4).

easy access to Good books

Getting the right books into kids’ hands is the key that opens the way to strategic intervention strate-
gies that work (Harvey & Ward, in press; Taylor et al., 2000), and—the ultimate goal—engaged readers 
(Guthrie, 2008). In What Really Matters in Response to Intervention (2012), Dick Allington reports on 
the striking findings of Guthrie and Humenick (2004): “When classrooms provided students with 
easy access to a wide range of interesting text, the effects on comprehension and motivation to read 
were enormous.” Easy access to books that students enjoyed reading had a profound impact on both 
reading comprehension (effect size 1.6) and motivation to read (effect size 1.5). To put this in per-
spective, an effect size of 1.0 moves achievement from the 16th to the 50th percentile rank. That’s 
hugely significant. As Allington notes: “No other features of classroom instruction were as powerful in 
improving both reading comprehension and motivation.”

Guthrie (2008) explains in no uncertain terms what’s needed to help older striving readers:

In the end, if we truly want struggling readers to improve their reading skills, schools and 
teachers must take drastic measures. School districts must begin to put money into texts. By 
allocating funds for high-interest books and by adjusting curricula to allow for the teaching 
of such novels, they can take the first step in this important process. Individual teachers must 
recognize that it is more beneficial to have every student in a class reading a book—despite its 
content and reading level—than it is to teach Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar to half of a class 
while the other half becomes more certain that reading is not for them (p. 74).

Karen Tankersley (2005) notes that by the time striving readers enter middle school, they have en-
dured many years of frustration and failure. As a result, they are often “skilled evaders who try to either 
‘hide out or act out’ so they can avoid reading in front of their peers.” They also typically suffer from a 
crushing lack of self-confidence with little motivation to engage in an activity that they associate with 
embarrassment and failure.

Motivation is highest when students feel competent, have sufficient autonomy, set worthwhile goals, 
receive specific feedback and are affirmed by others (Harvey & Ward, in press). Conversely, as learning 
theorists John Hattie and Gregory Yates (2013) maintain, when students suffer “public humiliation, 
devastating test results, conflicts with teachers or peers, and ability grouping with very little chance of 
promotion,” they are likely to feel deflated and disengage with the work at hand with self-destructive 
results (Johnson, 2011). 

As researcher John Guthrie (2008) reminds us, “Reading engagement and reading achievement inter-
act in a spiral. Higher achievers read more, and the more engaged these students become, the higher 
they achieve. Likewise, lower achievers read less, and the less engaged decline in achievement. It’s the 
Matthew Effect—the rich get richer and the poor get poorer (Stanovich, 1986). For this reason, it’s im-
perative to maintain the highest expectations for all students and provide the exemplary instruction 
and rich, wide-ranging content that fosters intellectual curiosity and enables all students to achieve 
high academic and personal success.
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To this end, reluctant readers often thrive with thematically related text sets or series books. Students 
benefit from reading across a set of books that are conceptually linked; text sets or series books about 
the same set of characters automatically create a network of shared meaning that serves as a safety net 
for those students most in need. They more easily learn the big ideas and shared vocabulary related 
to a specific unit of study, and that, in turn, enables them to more easily read, write, and talk about 
the books they are reading. Ultimately, dramatically increasing the volume of free voluntary reading 
by striving readers—providing the books and magazines that will catch their attention and lure them 
into reading—and providing the instructional scaffolding they need to move forward with confidence 
is the best way to help them overcome their challenges (Hairrell, et al., 2010; Allington & Baker, 2007).

 
ClosInG THoUGHTs

Learning to read is typically defined as learning to control a specific set of skills. And while it’s certainly 
true that children must learn to orchestrate a complex set of strategic actions that enable comprehen-
sion, it’s equally true that learning to read is a social-cultural event. In other words, learning to read 
is more than simple skill building. Children become readers when they are immersed in a community 
of readers, surrounded by rich book talk and animated demonstrations of reading, and provided with 
the social-emotional support that enables them to develop identities as readers and become members 
of the “literacy club” (Smith, 1987; Harvey & Ward, in press). Thus, at the same time we’re helping 
students acquire the technical skills necessary for proficient reading, we also work to help children 
develop the confidence to take the risks needed to propel learning forward. Learning to read, like any 
human endeavor, requires practice, perseverance, and persistence to push through the challenges to 
proficiency.
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