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P R E F A C E

Welcome to Struggling Readers: Engaging and Teaching in Grades 3–8! We are very 
eager to share our experience in teaching struggling readers with you.

As literacy professionals, seeking a greater understanding of struggling 
readers and how to teach them has emerged as an enduring interest for both of us. 
Questions that have frequently arisen in our teaching, as well as the professional 
development that we have done, include the following:

• What are the characteristics of struggling readers?
• What are the current beliefs about best practice in teaching struggling readers?
• How can we effectively integrate such ideas in our teaching?
• �What can we do to ensure that our struggling readers will have successful literacy 

experiences?

When we teach our university classes, research aspects of literacy, and conduct 
professional development sessions, we strive to respond to these inquiries in meaningful 
ways. Theory, practice, and experience have informed our current thinking, which we have 
detailed for you in this volume.

We have been teaching struggling readers and their teachers for more than 80 years 
combined. During that time, a number of essential beliefs about teaching struggling readers 
have emerged:

• As teachers, we need to know our students.
• Motivation and engagement are essential components of teaching and learning.
• �Multiple representations of thinking support individual preferences for expressing ideas.
• �Understanding multiple aspects of literacy, as well as related skills and strategies, is 

vital.
• Reading and writing are inextricably linked, and discussion permeates both.
• Teaching, in its truest form, is an art.
• �Our enduring goal is to ensure that struggling readers have successful literacy 

experiences.

We began our investigation of struggling readers by reviewing current research about 
best practice. This revealed that many readers struggle for a variety of reasons and typically 
have poor perceptions of themselves as readers. It also affirmed our belief that the best way 
to become a better reader is by reading. Research reports have shown that there are 
approximately 8 million middle school students who cannot comprehend, yet much of the 
literacy instruction that these students experience is prescribed skill and drill. The disparity 
between what was known about best practice and what we saw happening in literacy 
classrooms led us to write this book.
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In this volume, we provide detailed descriptions of how to teach struggling readers 
in grades 3–8 to be successful readers. The book is a practical, easily accessed guide for 
classroom teachers, staff developers, Title I reading specialists, literacy coaches, and teacher 
educators. There are 10 chapters in this volume and an appendix of 25 graphic organizers that 
may be reproduced for classroom use. Samples of student work appear throughout the book. 
Please note that the names of teachers and students throughout the book are pseudonyms.

Chapter 1 serves as an introduction to our teaching beliefs. We begin by discussing the 
nature of struggling readers. We focus on the importance of knowing our students, their 
preferred modes of learning, and their need to represent their thinking in multiple ways. 
Then, we delineate the importance of being knowledgeable educators who teach through 
authentic tasks, engage in explicit instruction, and base instruction on the Gradual Release 
of Responsibility Model.

Although the chapters are dedicated to different topics, Chapters 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 
9 have been formatted similarly. They include theoretical background, practical teaching 
ideas, and Struggling Reader Connections—instructional experiences shared by classroom 
teachers, reading specialists, and literacy coaches.

Chapter 2 is entirely dedicated to motivating and engaging struggling readers, and 
Chapter 3 focuses on the struggling reader, the text, and the context. Fifteen different types 
of text are emphasized.

Chapter 4 addresses phonics and decoding. Fluency is the focus of Chapter 5, and 
vocabulary is emphasized in Chapter 6. All of the teaching ideas included in these chapters 
work for students at a variety of reading levels.

In Chapters 7 and 8, we emphasize comprehension of both narrative and informational 
texts, respectively. We discuss text structures and provide practical descriptions of each. We 
also detail a number of strategy applications designed to help students think through each 
type of text. In Chapter 9, we address writing and reading, two processes that we believe are 
inextricably linked.

In Chapter 10, we relate all that we have written to our long-standing belief that teaching 
is an art. We discuss its aesthetic nature and delineate its many outstanding features.

We have designed this book to be a comprehensive resource that contains what we 
believe to be the most current and best information about teaching struggling readers. 
We are very eager to share it with you and hope you will find it useful when teaching your 
struggling readers.
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Finally, we thank you, our readers, for joining us in our search for greater 
understanding of struggling readers. We hope you find this book to be a valuable teaching 
resource, one that you and your colleagues will use to further our common goal of 
transforming struggling readers into successful ones.

—MM and TVR




