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“If They Don’t Read Much, How Are They Ever Gonna Get Good!”  The 

relationship between any skill, e.g., basketball, playing an instrument, or driving a 

golf ball straight down the fairway, and practice is widely accepted.  This 

relationship is particularly strong if we repeat a skill frequently and do so correctly.   

 

The relationship between practice and becoming a skilled reader is also widely 

accepted.  Messages in the media and our community are evidence of the 

acceptance of this relationship.  In essence the myriad of messages call for parents 

to read to their children, with their children and have their children read to them. 

 

Though we all recognize the importance of getting children to read, some children 

are reluctant.  A child’s reluctance to read may rise from reading skill deficits, 

learning difficulties or the presence of other interests that directly compete with 

reading practice.  Converting a “reluctant reader” to an engaged and active reader 

can be frustrating for parents and teachers.  In fact, when presented with 84 topics 

related to reading, teachers selected “how to create interest in reading” as a top 

priority for reading research.  Teachers and parents both seek direction to motivate 

reluctant readers and yet the task is daunting.  Consider the depth of reluctance 

represented in the responses of a sample of third and fifth grade students.  When 

given the choice between cleaning their rooms and reading, 17% chose cleaning 

their rooms.   

 

So, what’s a parent to do?  Well, there is no single suggestion or set of suggestions 

currently available to remedy the problem in all cases.  Nevertheless, the following 

suggestions are offered as reasonable starting points.    

 

First, reflect on past experiences when your student actively read.  These events 

can be very useful in identifying factors that must align for your student to read.  

For example, when reading occurs, is it usually in a specific location? Who is 

around or not around when reading occurs?  What type or topic of book was read, 

e.g., adventure, mystery, animal fact book?  What was the approximate number of 

pages in the book?  Were there a lot of pictures in the book or few pictures?   

Careful and detailed consideration of active reading times may lead you to 



information useful in setting up the “optimal reading” situation for your reluctant 

reader.  

  

Second, provide access to reading materials where distractions to reading are 

naturally reduced e.g., long trips in the car or when you are running errands. 

Identify all of the locations and situations where your child expresses boredom and 

have books, magazines and other reading materials of potential interest available to 

your child. 

 

Third, where age appropriate, combine reading with an interesting location or with 

snacks.  For example, my children enjoy sitting in the shower stall on pillows, 

eating a snack and reading by flashlight.  

 

Fourth, carefully match books to your student’s interests and skills using the 

following ideas as guides: (a) direct your student to books within topics that he or 

she has previously read from, e.g., adventure or mystery books.  Be careful to 

direct your student to books that are similar in length, and have a similar number of 

words to books previously read; (b) direct your student to books well within his 

reading skills.  Recreational reading should never be laborious or filled with 

reading errors.  Most teachers or school librarians can assist you in locating books 

within the range of your student’s reading skills.  If looking for books outside the 

school library, a simple assessment can help you select an appropriate book.  Count 

the first 100 words in the book and have your student read them.  If the book is 

appropriate for independent recreational reading, your student should read the 

passage smoothly with no more than 3-4 errors.  Remember, reading practice is 

only helpful when a student reads books that can be read with a high level of 

accuracy. Having a student slug through a book that is too difficult does not 

improve reading skills or increase a desire to read. 

 

Increasing a reluctant reader’s reading engagement is a formidable task.  Stay 

positive, encouraging, and consider the advice of John Wooden, the great 

basketball coach.  He said, “The goal is to create a correct habit that can be 

produced instinctively under great pressure.  To make sure the goal is achieved, I 

created eight laws of learning; namely explanation, demonstration, imitation, 

repetition, repetition, repetition, repetition, repetition!”     
 

 

 

 

 

  


