
ENGAGING 
YOUR 

RELUCTANT 
READER

Read aloud
At any age, reading aloud to children is a powerful way to cultivate readers. Listeners expe-
rience the joys of a good book without the effort of reading, and the bonding and attention 
between reader and listener create positive associations with reading. Listeners’ reading skills 
improve as they absorb your model of expressive, accurate, fluent reading. Interactions between 
reader and listener enrich comprehension skills. Choose books that are a little above the chil-
dren’s reading level — this exposes them to richer content and vocabulary than they can access 
on their own, and shows them what they can aspire to.

Let them choose books
Children enjoy autonomy, so offering them a variety of reading material to choose from increas-
es the positive feelings associated with books and reading. The excitement of choosing a book 
is the first step in enjoying it, and by investing their thoughts and feelings in that choice, they 
are already engaging in the reading process. These factors make them more likely to actually 
read the books they choose.

Don’t be pushy
To keep the reading experience positive, lighten up on your goals and ambitions. It’s OK if the 
book your child chooses is “too easy” or if the content seems shallow. Even easy reading with-
out deep, thought-provoking content provides many of the same benefits, and their enjoyment 
is an advantage in the long run. A preference for what you may consider lower-level books may 
be an indication of the child’s developmental level — don’t worry, just give him time to grow at 
his own pace.

Graphic novels
Graphic novels are stories written in a highly engaging comic book form, with a high ratio of 
graphics to text. Adults who are unused to this format tend to view it critically, but evidence 
suggests that it provides valuable reading experiences, especially for children who are dis-
inclined to read more traditional books. They are still practicing reading; even with less text 
per page, the reader’s willingness and the book’s quick pace make make it likely that they will 
ultimately read more overall. High-quality graphic novels enable readers to gain an appreciation 
of literary elements such as characterization and setting through visual supports, a boon for 
children who have difficulty comprehending these well through text alone. Instead of shunning 
this fun format, use it as a bridge to reach the hesitant or struggling reader.

f you’re here already, you probably know intuitively 
that reading expands your knowledge, provides 
entertainment, stimulates your thinking, and can re-
lieve stress. Reading is arguably even more import-

ant for children, who are still developing the foundations 
for their future. It’s logical that children who read more are 
at an academic advantage over those who don’t — simply 
practicing reading builds fluency, vocabulary, spelling and 
conceptual development.  

Beyond these obvious effects, studies show that reading for 
pleasure is associated with intellectual development in all 
areas, even math. There are emotional and social benefits 
as well: By exposing the reader to a variety of ideas and 

experiences, quality literature builds one’s capacity to un-
derstand different perspectives, empathize and be more so-
cially aware. The sustained attention that reading demands 
can help protect children against the attention-busting 
stimulation they receive from other popular activities.

I don’t need to convince you of the value of reading. You get 
it. But if reading is so good for kids, how can you get them 
to do it? While some children naturally gravitate to books, 
others would rather do almost anything else — especially if 
they have negative associations from assigned reading. 

What these children need is for us to help make reading 
non-stressful and engaging so they, too, can begin to ap-
preciate the value books offer. Here’s how:
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Read to someone
Reading practice may seem boring and meaningless. An authentic audience brings meaning and 
motivation to the exercise. Children feel important when they are put in charge of reading to a 
younger sibling (who likes easy books!) or an elderly or visually-impaired friend. These experi-
ences tend to be relaxing and positive, because eager listeners are unlikely to critique the reader 
as parents or teachers often do.

Read to learn
A child’s questions about the world are opportunities to lead them to answers in text. Because 
this reading began with their own question, the child is automatically engaged in it. Even if you 
are the one actually reading, the child gains an understanding of real-life reading application, as 
well as valuable comprehension practice.

Varied life experiences tend to generate more of these opportunities. Bring up interesting topics 
or questions at family meals, and take family trips that expose children to new ideas and experi-
ences to spark their natural curiosity. In addition to prompting interest in reading, these experi-
ences prepare children to better comprehend topics that may come up in their future reading.

Incorporate reading into fun activities
Sneak in extra practice by making reading a part or prerequisite of fun activities. Have them 
read the recipe and instructions for a baking or craft project. Create treasure or scavenger hunts 
with written clues. For children still struggling with word reading, simple games like Memory, 
Othello, or diving for sticks in the pool can be turned into reading practice by writing a word on 
each piece or card in dry-erase marker.

Rule out interfering factors
Some children dislike reading because it is too hard. Even a child who appears able to read may 
have subtle difficulties that make it strenuous or tiring. Screening for problems is a good idea 
for anyone who says he “doesn’t like” to read. Look for difficulties in fluency, language, audi-
tory processing, and especially vision, which must include an evaluation of visual motor and 
processing in addition to sight.

Be a role model
Children absorb and imitate what they see. While not every child of avid readers becomes a 
bibliophile himself, children who observe you reading often for both information and pleasure 
are bound to develop an appreciation of the value of reading. Even if they don’t naturally enjoy 
reading, they know it’s the thing to do when you need answers or entertainment. As in all areas 
of parenting, be what you want your children to become. B

Binah • 18 Av, 5775 39Binah • August 3, 201538


