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50 ready-to-use teaching strategies to engage 
students, deepen comprehension, and nurture 

a love of reading
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Foreword

Better Reading Now offers a quiet space to honor and celebrate reading. In a 
hurly-burly world filled with whizzy technology and fast-paced communication, 
there is simplicity in luxuriating over a story. More than ever, children, teens, 
and adults alike need quiet spaces to pause and to wander through pages. In the 
words of J.K. Rowling, “I do believe something very magical can happen when 
you read a book.”

This is a guide with a sustained focus not only on the reading process but also, 
and maybe more importantly, on the wonder of stories. As a teacher, teacher 
educator, and drama and literacy expert, Larry Swartz gives readers a profoundly 
pedagogical book. Shot through with his tremendous experience and passion for 
books, Better Reading Now inspires you to spend time inside stories feeling and 
thinking through their corners and contours. For decades, Larry has inspired all 
of his students—small and big—to linger over words for a while.

To know Larry is to know his exceptionally big heart along with his enduring 
commitment to all forms of storytelling—plays, poems, prose, narrative, dance, 
film. In this book, teachers will certainly find practical strategies for teaching 
and enhancing reading, but to me what is more profound are the ways that Larry 
shows us how books help us to understand who we are. As teachers and readers, 
we all need this kind of wisdom today.

Jennifer Rowsell,
University of Bristol
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If children are to learn from a story, they must be able to express 
their individual personal concerns, ideas, and feelings about it, 
interacting with it on all levels. The teacher’s role is to promote 
thoughtful response, empower children to wander inside and 
outside and wonder about the story, making all kinds of meaning 
connections, deepening their private and public picture of the 
words. The classroom can be a place where children can safely 
explore these connections, with the teacher as a champion and 
lifeguard.
—David Booth, Story Drama

If books could have more, give more, be more, show more, they 
would still need readers, who bring to them sound and smell and 
all the rest that can’t be in books. The book needs you.
—Gary Paulsen, The Winter Room

Teachers and children need to bring the great cargoes of their 
lives to school, because it is by reading and writing and storytell-
ing and musing and painting and sharing that we human beings 
find meaning. When children bring the work of their lives to 
school, they will invest themselves heart and soul.
—Lucy Calkins, Living between the Lines
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Introduction

My memories of reading novels in elementary and secondary school take me 
to the tasks of answering dozens of questions, often chapter by chapter, about 
character details and of recounting the plot. We were given tests that provided 
teachers with evidence of what we were thinking. We were perhaps asked to 
design a new book cover. And oh, those book reports always with the same 
required format: describe the major characters; describe the minor characters; 
describe the setting; prepare a plot graph to outline the story events from begin-
ning, rising action, climax, and denouement; and briefly state your opinion of 
the novel. I dreaded those tasks. Such activities did not turn me on to becoming 
a lover of fiction, and yet my growing passion for great books was ignited despite 
my school literacy experiences, not because of them. Why tests? Why a new book 
cover? Why book reports? Why did we need to respond to what we had read?

That was then; this is now.
When I first began teaching reading, in 1976, I relied on the questions that 

appeared in the anthologies that I used in the classroom. After all, answering 
questions was the modus operandi of my school-day Language Arts and English 
classes. When I embarked upon a novel program with my grade seven students, 
I designed questions (probably chapter by chapter) and would spend much time 
preparing worksheets for the three different reading groups I organized. When I 
read aloud a picture book or poem, I would instruct students to draw an illustra-
tion that they thought could accompany the text. Being more creative, I might 
ask students to act out a scene from the story.

I wasn’t all that happy with what I was doing, and by taking courses, talking 
to colleagues, and reading books about teaching Language Arts (by Charles Rea-
soner, Nancy Atwell, Lucy Calkins, David Booth, and many others), I challenged 
myself to do better. I reflected on my practice, raising questions about what I was 
doing and why I was doing what I was doing. I became a researcher and research 
helped me to realize that “Teaching,” as Gordon Wells wrote, “is like learning, an 
ongoing process of inquiry, in which knowledge that I constructed about learn-
ers and learning continuously transformed my way of understanding and acting 
in the classroom.” After fifteen years of teaching, I embarked on an intentional, 
in-depth investigation into how I might better teach readers to read better.

My thesis, completed in the year 2000, describes my research journey and my 
professional growth as I worked towards a dissertation entitled Interactive Class-
room Model for Encouraging, Supporting, and Promoting Literacy. As a teacher 
of reading, I had become increasingly concerned about ways of improving the 
individual child’s capacity to evoke meaning from the text. As one who believes 
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in literature-based programs and in the power of personal response, I asked the 
question: How can I foster the kind of fruitful transactional process—a kind of 
conversation between reader and writer—that response theorist Louise Rosen-
blatt encouraged? Twenty years after completing my thesis, I realize that I still 
hold firm to the belief that educators need to guide students through the reading 
process, encourage readers to reveal their responses, and receive, respect, and 
deepen those responses in order to develop critical readers when they are in our 
classrooms today and as they continue on their journey of reading all kinds of 
texts tomorrow.

How students respond to what they read is as important as what they read. 
When we assist our students in growing as readers by inviting them to reveal 
thoughts and feelings about a reading selection, our reception and consideration 
of those responses can help to enrich and extend their perceptions about the text, 
thus deepening and enriching their understandings. The writer and the reader 
do make meaning together. A response strategy can be considered to be signifi-
cant when it leads students to a closer reading of the text. The following literacy 
event was a critical incident in my teaching of literature and response that serves 
as a significant example of close reading.

One afternoon, I introduced Siv Cedering’s poem “When it is snowing” to the 
grade five students who were the subjects of my thesis investigation. The poem, 
I felt, was a simple but rich example of free verse and I felt that it would evoke a 
range of responses. The poem was displayed on a chart and I invited the students 
to reflect on the text by writing in their reading response journals to explain 
whether or not they thought this was a poem, and I suggested that they discuss 
what the words made them think of or how the text made them feel. After the 
student recorded their entries, I had them discuss their responses with others in 
small groups at their tables.

When it is snowing
The blue jay
Is the only piece of
Sky
In my backyard.

As I wandered about the room, it was interesting to hear Miranda argue that 
it was a poem because of the way the words were written on the page, while her 
friends said that it wasn’t a poem because it was too short, and it didn’t rhyme; I 
was intrigued by Robbie’s comment that the poet had chosen just to talk about the 
blue jay although there are other birds that are pieces of the sky; and Liza won-
dered what the poet was doing when she noticed the blue jay. When I later exam-
ined the students’ written responses, I was struck by the variations of thought:

This poem makes me feel like the blue jay on the fence looking at the snow 
on the ground. (Shannon)

This is a poem because of its shape, just like the other poem, The Minute 
Book. (Jagpal)

This poem reminds me of my cottage and watching my grandpa feed peanuts 
to the birds. (Heidi)

Why did the blue jay choose to go to that backyard? What else was taking 
place in the backyard? (Georgette)
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This poem makes me feel glad about birds. Birds are the most colorful ani-
mals in the world. (Ricky)

Some parts I don’t understand because other birds can also be a piece of the 
sky. (Robbie)

We are little pieces of the earth and he is a little piece of the sky. (James)

I picture a little house and someone looking out of the house staring at a 
blue jay. I picture a stream behind a gate. We all had different pictures in our 
heads. (Christie)

Upon reflection, I came to recognize the students’ revealed thoughts about the 
sixteen words of this poem as a significant response activity. Not only did the 
‘analysis’ of the poem help the students realize that there is no one way to respond 
to a text, but when inspecting the written responses in their journals I was able 
to assess what they were bringing to and taking from their reading experiences. 
Collectively the students identified main ideas, made connections to their own 
experiences and to other texts, drew inferences, visualized, and raised questions. 
The group activity helped the community of readers understand that “We all had 
different pictures in our heads.”

The lesson allowed the students the opportunity to talk, but only after they 
had written first. Why didn’t I let them turn to each other and talk right after 
reading the poem? Should writing precede talk or talk precede writing? How 
were the students’ responses validated or stretched by collaborating with others? 
The activity helped students consider their meaning-making capacities and the 
notion that we respond differently to texts and our personal responses can be 
respected and validated. As a teacher-researcher, I questioned my approach to 
using journals, to asking questions, to considering the intersection of reading, 
writing, and talking.

I believed then, and I believe now, that great books matter and need to be 
used in balance with all the onscreen time that is part of today’s literacies. Since 
literacy is now defined as more than reading words on a page, the exploration 
of media—computers, television, film, magazines, phones, and more—gives us 
endless opportunities to be critical viewers in our digital world, and we may be 
reading differently, making sense of new texts in new ways, and we probably read 
more than ever before. But alongside digital literacies, we still need to provide 
students with strategies to make sense of what they read, to be critical of what 
they read. The critical strategies we hope to develop in students as they inter-
act with media, the computer screen, and ever-evolving technologies are just as 
necessary as they interact with print. We have always known that we need to 
explicitly teach students how to read and how to respond to a wide range of texts. 
I continue to be guided by the question, “How can we help students explore per-
sonal responses before, during, and after reading inside and outside, all around 
the text, thinking, exploring, connecting, making meaning independently or col-
laboratively?” Now, with the world of so-called New Literacies where students 
require technological expertise in their home, work, and civic lives, we all need to 
be plugged in (or wireless) for survival. Educators need to ask, “How can we con-
tinue to move students into divergent, critical, and deeper levels of thinking, feel-
ing, and learning for the new ways we view and use language and communicate 
with others?” The ever-evolving New Literacies are indeed the Now Literacies.
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Why Better Reading Now?

In my work as a classroom teacher, consultant, workshop presenter, and univer-
sity instructor, teachers often turn to me and ask, “What new books do you rec-
ommend?” and “How do you ‘use’ these books?” Answering these two questions 
has been at the heart of my teaching of literature and is the heart of this resource.

For me everything begins with a literature-based program: real books in 
and outside the classroom. Throughout Better Reading Now, I have included a 
number of booklists to help build a meaningful literacy curriculum. Many of the 
titles I refer to here are on the bookshelves that fill my office and my home. There 
are many reasons why a book can be considered to be good, and I have always 
believed that literature which helps students to reflect on their identities and the 
identities of others is enriching. Multicultural books especially can be the means 
to address tough topics that arise in today’s diverse classroom, in the schoolyard, 
in the curriculum, in the students’ lives, and in the world. For example, there are 
many recently published titles that deal with refugee and migrant experiences 
and I have highlighted them throughout this resource, not only because immi-
grants’ struggle to find a place of belonging is a reality in many of our school 
communities today, but because exposure to the experiences of others helps 
bring real world events into the classroom. Books that deal with tough topics 
such as racism, physical and mental challenges, poverty, bullying, death, loss and 
remembrance, gender identity, and homophobia deserve attention as we con-
sider resources that address social justice goals, such as belonging, acceptance, 
and equity.

Better Reading Now is also a collection of best practices that I have used in my 
own classroom, witnessed as a guest in the classrooms of others, demonstrated 
in my university literacy classes with beginning teachers, and shared in extensive 
professional development workshops locally and afar. Writing this book has pro-
vided me with the opportunity to review and repurpose lessons from previous 
publications I’ve written about using literature in the classroom. I get excited 
and feel privileged when I can help teachers consider instructional practices to 
use literature in significant ways that invite critical, personal response. I have 
included activities that can be explored before, during or after reading the book, 
activities that can be introduced to the whole class, to small groups or to indi-
vidual students. Teachers who seek authentic activities that encourage response 
can choose from a wide range in a variety of modes. Better Reading Now offers 
a grab bag of diverse classroom-tested activities to address the diverse needs of 
students. Teachers can choose from a menu of authentic, practical strategies in 
order to address curriculum expectations, meet the needs of all students, and 
explicitly teach how to make sense of what we read. By providing a description of 
the activities, listing the goals of the activities, and demonstrating how each strat-
egy works with specific literature examples, I have aimed to make this book easy 
to use and ready to use now. The better the reading students do now, the better 
they can develop into proficient, enthusiastic readers of the future.

Response activities can take the form of discussion, writing, drama or art. Stu-
dents can turn and talk to a partner about a text, can collaborate with others in 
Literature Circle groups, can record ideas in a journal, can enact scenes from a 
story, read dialogue out loud, role-play characters and events, create illustrations 
inspired by an author’s words. They can use the internet to explore a topic, read 
other books by the same author, on the same theme or topic, or in the same genre 
as they have enjoyed. The response activities featured in this book are designed 
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to allow readers to open up the text for interpretation and reflection—to make 
sense of whatever book they’ve read. And some of the activities encourage read-
ers to voice viewpoints and opinions and to share and compare these responses 
with the viewpoints and opinions of others. With careful intervention on the 
teacher’s part, collaborative responses can extend each reader’s personal response 
and help generate a wider, more thoughtful appreciation of the book.

As in life and reading, many of the response activities in this book involve 
multiple skills. An activity that focuses primarily on talk may also require some 
writing; a drama activity may also involve visual arts in the creation of sets and 
props. In this way, we integrate different modes of engagement. When we read, 
we talk; when we talk, we write; when we write, we talk. As presented here, some 
strategies emphasize particular skills and responses more than others. Reading? 
Writing? Talking? In a rich literature environment you can’t have one without the 
others.

Reading better is indeed a lifelong process. It is our responsibility, challenge, 
and joy as today’s classroom teachers to make reading come alive for our students 
by introducing them to good picture books, novels, poetry, and nonfiction, by 
implementing engaging response modes that help students to both reveal and 
deepen their understanding, and not least of all by demonstrating our own pas-
sion for reading. I encourage teachers to choose from the menu of instructional 
strategies that help them most and consider what, why, and how each of these 
strategies will guide them through best practices to lead readers to read better 
and better.

The valuing of personal response, expanded and rethought in insightful activi-
ties, can open up the reading process for young minds. If students can connect 
personally to texts they encounter, drawing on their backgrounds and their expe-
riences, their interests and needs, they can grow and become agents of their own 
learning, their own reading lives.

Larry Swartz
Toronto
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