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6 Introduction: Answering the Call

Introduction: Answering the Call

I ask those of you who are truly concerned about reading instruction 
to become my partners in igniting a passion for reading in schools. I 
ask you to raise your voices in faculty meetings and college classrooms, 
in literacy conferences and at parent nights and educate people about 
aliteracy—the “invisible liquid seeping through our culture.” And 
then… offer your listeners hope, ideas, and solutions for change.

— Steven Layne, Igniting a Passion for Reading (p. 13)

Books have power. They have the ability to inspire, motivate, encourage, move, 
and change their readers. For years as teachers we have invested in refining our 
craft through professional reading, studying various books about creating a skil-
ful reader. We worked diligently to ensure our instruction addressed phonet-
ics, fluency, semantics, syntax, and comprehension. We were led by the work of 
 Pearson et al., Harvey & Goudvis, Keene & Zimmerman, Gear, and others, all 
who revolutionized our understanding of reading and what proficient readers 
do, as they identified and labeled the thinking strategies consistently used by 
proficient readers as they make meaning from text (i.e., activating background 
knowledge, making connections to schema, questioning, visualizing, inferring, 
determining important ideas, synthesizing). It was as if Harry Potter himself 
had lifted the invisibility cloak and allowed us to see for the first time the invis-
ible actions that take place in the reader’s brain. Reading research changed our 
understanding, not only as reading teachers, but also as readers ourselves. We 
suddenly became acutely aware of the active thinking that was taking place in 
our own heads as we engaged with text. To be considered a skilful reader, you 
have to demonstrate an ability to monitor your comprehension while you read 
and use the comprehension strategies to make meaning.

As a literacy coach and a literacy consultant we have been blessed with the 
opportunity to work alongside many teachers who work tirelessly to provide 
the best instruction they know. We diligently modeled reading strategies that 
Keene and Zimmerman had identified for us; we used the tangible lessons and 
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Introduction  7

activities with students that were detailed by Harvey and Goudvis; and we made 
sure to provide ample opportunities for practice. Our conferences were timely 
and focused and we could see that our students were becoming skilful readers. 
This brought a sense of pride and joy to daily interactions with our colleagues 
and students. Our pedagogy and practice was elevated to a new standard, and 
our students grew and developed as strategic readers. We are forever indebted 
to these literacy leaders for changing our beliefs and practice. And our students 
have reaped the benefits.

Just as we were becoming comfortable in explicitly teaching reading strate-
gies, a new reader seemed to emerge in our classrooms—the skilful reader who 
chooses not to read. We were not alone in witnessing this phenomenon, as other 
literacy teachers were also beginning to see skilful readers sadly lacking the will 
to read. These students do not see value in reading, nor do they enjoy reading 
as a pastime. As a result of identifying these self-identified non-readers, reading 
teachers and researchers began to consider readers’ interests, attitudes, and moti-
vation as part of what it means to be a true reader. It became apparent that, along 
with teaching the skills, we needed to address and invest in developing the will to 
read. After all, what good are the skills if you do not have the will?

We longed for our students to see reading as a rewarding experience, to enjoy 
reading as a pastime, to choose to read in their spare time, and to carry an enthu-
siasm for reading beyond the classroom. We knew these to be admirable and 
worthwhile aspirations. What teacher doesn’t dream for this to happen for stu-
dents? However, we were acutely aware that there were obstacles we would have 
to contend with in our quest to turn students on to reading. For example, some 
students enter our classrooms with a sour taste in their mouth from reading the 
wrong things or having unsuccessful reading experiences in the past. Others 
have little time left for reading pursuits in their jam-packed schedules; some 
are glued to their phones and consider their devices another appendage. But we 
were willing to jump, leap, and tear down these obstacles in our mission to create 
wilful readers. Transferring and turning reading ambitions into reality means 
our explicit instruction must directly address these goals. Strategy instruction is 
simply not enough to ignite reading passion. As teachers, we have the responsi-
bility, the obligation, and the duty to create an environment where kids flourish 
into readers who have the skill and the will.

In this book we offer classroom-based solutions that have been developed, 
tested, and refined over a number of years in many classrooms. It is built around 
six essential steps:
1. Sharing Your Reading Life
2. Knowing Your Students
3. Modeling the Habits of a Reader
4. Making the Why of Reading Visible
5. Creating the Space
6. Nourishing the Will to Read

With it, you can take reading instruction beyond teaching the skills to addressing 
the will.

In Cultivating Readers you will discover how to foster reading engagement 
through an active reading community. You will be compelled to reflect on the 
way in which you currently teach the will of reading, and be inspired and moti-
vated to incorporate new ideas and strategies into your practice—to do what you 
do even better, just as we have!

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



8 Growing the Will to Read

1
Growing the Will to Read

A garden requires patient labor and attention. Plants do not grow 
merely to satisfy ambitions or to fulfill good intentions. They thrive 
because someone expended effort on them.

— Liberty Hyde Bailey, Country Life in America (1903)

Tomatoes, onions, beets, carrots, cucumbers, peppers, radishes, lettuce, spin-
ach—the bounty that bursts forth from Jim’s garden is endless. Anne’s dad is 
known throughout the community for sharing the fruits of his labor with every-
one and anyone. It’s a common occurrence for neighbors to open their front door 
and find bags of fresh produce waiting on their doorstep. So many reap the ben-
efits and rewards of his hard work and the endless hours he spends in the garden 
cultivating his crop. Unless you’re a gardener, you may not realize all the time, 
energy, and effort that goes into a bountiful harvest. But Jim knows. It all begins 
with the soil that has to be turned, toiled, and tended before the first seed is 
dropped into the ground. Then comes the fertilizing of the soil, followed by the 
strategic planting of particular vegetables. Then the farmer tirelessly waters and 
weeds each and every day while the earth and sun do their part. Once the first 
sprouts appear, Anne’s mother knows just where to find Jim—out in his garden 
coaxing and nurturing his plants to grow and flourish.

We have to admit that we do not have green thumbs. But, as teachers, we have 
many traits in common with avid gardeners like Jim. Teachers are dedicated, 
hardworking, persistent, intentional, and thoughtful—just like a gardener. But 
our crop is made up of students who have the skill and will to read.

The goal of the gardener is to coax and nurture his or her plants into producing 
a plentiful harvest. To meet this goal, every gardener has a deep understanding 
of what every crop needs. Student need is at the root of all we do, and it probably 
is for you too. As teachers we have the ability to observe situations with a keen 
eye and a discerning ear. We are able to dig through all the noise and activity to 
discover the essential learning taking place, while also recognizing the gaps and 
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