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Introduction

M

y learning-disabled students really taught me how to teach reading. I still remember each and every one of them—Adam, Jeffrey,
Doreen, Tommy, Larry, Georgette, Suzanne—all of them. They renewed
my faith in the tenacity of the human spirit, and I am filled with respect
and admiration for those children every time I think about them. And I
think about them often, for they are all with me every time I write about
teaching, every time I work with teachers, and whenever I visit our model
schools. Those students taught me more than how to teach reading; they
taught me to believe in myself as a teacher, to persevere, and not to accept
theories that hurt children.
My own great lessons began thirty years ago with the first twenty
learning-disabled students on my caseload. They were basically sweet,
good children who just couldn’t read. The first- and second-graders in this
group couldn’t read at all, and the older students were struggling and
stumbling on first- and second-grade levels. There they were in their regular classrooms, trying desperately to look as if they knew what was going
on. How could they? They couldn’t read most of the words in their rooms,
their textbooks—much of anything. My heart went out to them, but they
needed more than that. They needed me to teach them to read.
My awakening to what these children needed didn’t happen overnight,
I can tell you. I worked and worked with each of them, trying to figure out
the best ways of reaching them. Then it came to me: their strengths! The
best way to reach these frustrated children was the way in which all
children learn best: through their strengths. My teaching was never the
same from that moment on. That powerful realization caused me to look at
all students and all classrooms in a new and different light.
Take the class with which I had just begun to work as my first example.
Who were these kids, really? What could they do? And what did they have
trouble doing? I realized then that these children were dropouts from the
strong phonics program used in my district. They couldn’t learn phonics
because they had auditory dyslexia—extreme auditory deficiencies that
made them incapable of learning much, if any, phonics. So, all of them failed
1
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phonics in the early grades, and didn’t learn to read. But their problems with
schools—and with reading—didn’t end in the early grades. Throughout the
grades, they were given remedial phonics. It never stopped, until we
worked together. They were, as we would all learn together, very capable of
learning to read.
Please understand: The issue wasn’t phonics. The issue was, and is,
creating the right match between students’ strengths and the best way of
teaching them. Phonics isn’t a goal; it’s one method of teaching children to
read. The overarching goal—the reason we teach any child to read—is to
create a person who loves reading, who reads to learn, and who will be a
lifelong reader and learner. That’s our business. Phonics is simply one way
of reaching that enormously important goal. There are many, many other
methods. The key is matching the method with the student and his or her
strengths.
Unfortunately, that way of thinking was counter to the prevailing wisdom thirty years ago, when I began teaching learning-disabled children.
I had to become a maverick if my heart and integrity were to survive. So
I did. I soon discovered, however, that I was a maverick with lots of company. In my doctoral coursework, I encountered the field of learning styles
and was able to put my work with reading into a larger (and very wellresearched) context. Later, the field of brain-based learning solved another
piece of the reading puzzle.
In the meantime, my students learned to read. And I learned the power
of doing the obvious—which is always to look first at students’ strengths
and at their style of learning.
For instance, when I realized Georgette’s major problem was a memory deficit (she was repeating second grade and could only read her
name), I created a simple method of tape recording words and stories for
her. She learned 31 words in the first month we worked together.
Since all of my students couldn’t learn with phonics, I taught them to
write stories using a word-tracing technique. They liked it and it helped
them. I knew that the children were still struggling a lot when they read, and
they hated the low-level reading materials they had to read, so I devised a
method of recording slowly, and I recorded just small amounts so they could
re-listen enough to learn the material. That method enabled me to stretch
them into higher and more interesting materials.
One of the grandest days of all was when Tommy—a sixth-grader who
read on a first-grade level—read a portion of Charlotte’s Web that I had
recorded with this method. His reading was fluent and smooth. I watched
Tommy change before my eyes. For the first time, I felt the hope he had in
his heart that he would learn to read. He knew I felt it. It was a glorious
moment for both of us, just glorious. Tommy gained 1.3 years in reading
in just three months, all of it while working with the recordings that I had
made for him of Charlotte’s Web.
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They are all here with me as I finish this introduction, for they are
always with me in my heart. I hope that this book helps you all to put your
children first always, teach them through their strengths, experiment with
the strategies in this book, and, first and foremost, never lose faith that your
students can learn to read. It doesn’t have to be step-by-step. They can and
will make great leaps forward. Listen to their interests, honor their
strengths, and you and they will accomplish what seem like miracles. You
can do it. I know you can.
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1
Believe That All
Students Can Learn

Y

ou have the power within you to become a great teacher of reading,
to change your students’ lives, to affect generations. When you teach
your students to love reading and to read well, they in turn can help their
parents and siblings—and, eventually, their own children—learn to read.
As you forge links to literacy with your students, you empower them to
become all that they can be, to contribute to society, to become good citizens. Great teachers release and nurture their students’ natural power to
learn, and they believe that all of their students can learn to read well.

THE GRAND PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK
The purpose of this book is a grand one: to help you to become a great
teacher of reading. If you already are such a teacher, then this book’s purpose
is to enhance your greatness. Your first and most important step toward
becoming a great teacher of reading is to keep your own power strong.
Why? Because there has never been a more challenging time to be a teacher.
You are standing on the front lines of a battle for our children’s future.
Consider these facts (which are presented in greater detail in Appendix B):
• Research tells us that each year reading for pleasure declines (Dillon,
2005a), that less than one-third of our students in Grades 4, 8, and 12 are
5
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reading at or above their grade level (Dillon, 2005b), and that boys’ dislike
for school keeps rising. After fourth grade, boys fall far behind girls in
reading; by twelfth grade, smaller and smaller percentages of boys are
attending college due to their low levels of literacy (Newkirk, 2003).
• Even more foreboding, the literacy levels of our college graduates
are falling. Only 31% of our college graduates demonstrated reading proficiency on the National Assessment of Adult Literacy given in 2003 by the
Department of Education, compared to 40% in 1992. And 14% of college
graduates scored at the basic level, which demonstrates an ability to read
and understand only short, commonplace texts (Dillon, 2005c).
• Despite the fact that little to no research supports the use of large
amounts of worksheets or skill sheets to teach reading, the number of
worksheets has grown since 1985. (One likely reason is that consumable
workbooks bring in huge amounts of revenue for basal programs and
others.) Some basal programs have 1,000 reading worksheets or more just
for first grade—about six worksheets every school day! Six worksheets
could take a student one and a half to two hours to complete. Is it any
wonder that, year after year, reading for pleasure continues to decrease
throughout the grades?
• A high percentage of U.S. students appear to be performing at the
proficient reading level on their state exams, but a very low percentage
perform at that level on the more valid and accurate National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP). For example, 87% of Georgia fourth
graders scored at the proficient level on their state exam, but only 26% of
them scored at the proficient level on the NAEP (Ravitch, 2005). Easy state
tests are extremely dangerous; they make it appear that students are doing
well when they’re not, lulling the public into keeping the reading instruction that exists, rather than looking into why their students are actually
doing so poorly (see Figure 1.1).
• It’s not just the enormous overemphasis on the big test administered
at the end of the school year that creates a barrier to learning. It’s also the
yearlong, endless testing and test practice, the continual fear of failure, and
the high levels of stress—these all have a devastatingly negative effect on
learning. While small amounts of stress can increase motivation, large doses
cause fear, decrease motivation, and reduce the ability of students to think
and perform at high levels (Sprenger, 1999). Yet we continue to go round and
round, getting nowhere. There’s no time for reading enjoyment because
students have to prepare for tests. Students have to prepare for reading tests
because scores are low. Scores are low because students don’t read. Students
don’t read because they don’t enjoy reading. And on and on and on.
• The first cousin of overtesting is an overemphasis on skills teaching.
And yet few of the hundreds of skills and subskills have been validated
as being necessary for children to become good readers! In fact, as I’ll
demonstrate throughout this book, at-risk readers who have made great
© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education CO4499
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leaps in reading ability have spent most of their time reading books and
short stories they enjoy with the aid of modeling methods, with only small
amounts of time spent on reading skills. Unreasonable increases in skill
work and testing invariably result in less voluntary reading and lowered
student motivation (Foertsch, 1992).
All of us could agree that these are serious problems. But what are
today’s solutions to these problems? Unfortunately, instead of counteracting
the lack of interest in reading by making learning to read easy and fun, we
keep testing our students more and more; developing longer and more complex reading manuals for teachers to wade through; increasing the use of
boring worksheets; requiring the teaching and re-teaching of a multitude of
reading skills that are often unnecessary for many students; ignoring what
our students say they want to read; and teaching to the tests. In other words,
much of what is being done today to improve literacy disregards important
research in reading, learning styles, and how the brain learns. These socalled solutions are likely to worsen the reading problem and increase the
number of bored, stressed students who dislike reading—exactly what we
don’t want.

BEGINNING OUR JOURNEY TOWARD GREATNESS
Keeping all this in mind, let’s begin our journey toward greatness together
and see how we can help all students learn to read with ease and enjoyment. Reading enjoyment is of primary importance because we know that
students who love to read tend to read a great deal, improve their reading steadily, perform well on reading tests—and become lifelong readers
(Guthrie, Shafter, & Huang, 2001).
Today, many of our students dislike or even hate reading. James was
one of those students. Let’s see what we can learn from his true story.
James was a poor, black, male Mississippi ninth grader reading four
years below his grade level. What we’ll learn from his story can be applied
to all grades. As ninth grade begins, this is what he said to his reading
teacher, Lori Lambert:
August 1995: I hate to read. You will never make me read, and I
will never read!
At the time, James was 16 and felt he had no future. No matter how
hard he had tried, each year his textbooks became more difficult, and he
couldn’t catch up. Deep inside, he felt scared and stupid. Outwardly, he
showed only anger. Toward the end of ninth grade, this is what James said
quietly to his teacher.
May 1996: I read every night before I go to bed. I especially like to
read Sports Illustrated. Before this class I hated reading. Now I want
to read everything that interests me, especially sports.
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