
WAIT, THEY WANT TO READ? 

By Bryce Hedstrom 

 

I am always excited to share these reading ideas, strategies and activities because they have changed 

the way we do things in my classroom:  they have made my job easier, they have made my students 

more fluent and they have made all of us happier. I was aware of many of these ideas for years, but it 

was not until I put them together in a logical order and used them consistently to implement a coherent 

reading program that the growth and engagement really began to take off. Here is what we will be 

discussing: 

 

        1  Key Idea 

        2  Words that Change Things 

        3  Core Strategies 

 4  Comprehension Checks 

 5  Golden Things ( 5 Key Components) 

 

These ideas are simple. You do not need complex strategies or a myriad of activities. Using the core 

ideas and the activities and comprehension checks in rotation will do. Why? Because the reading 

content changes.  

 

You may not be able to implement all of these ideas right away, but do not give up because of that. 

Rather than an absolutist term like “Best Practice” it is more productive to think in terms of “Best 

Feasible Practice”. Implementing these ideas does not have to be an all or nothing proposition. Best 

Feasible Practice means we make the changes we can, given the limitations of our situation. Materials, 

curriculum, colleagues, students and parents may limit you right now. You may not be able to apply all 

of these ideas right away. That’s OK. Do what you can with what you have where you are and make 

incremental changes. 

 

 1  Key Reading Idea:  

People acquire language by comprehensible input 



If readers do not understand most of what is on the page, they will not acquire more language. The 

effort will be too much. The flow will be lost. They will slow down to the point that the complete 

meaning will not come together. 

 

 2 Words that Change Things with Reading:  

Comprehensible & Interesting 

 

Comprehensible and interesting reading may be a new concept. It took me years to understand the 

implications of this kind of reading. The kind of reading that is required in school is often neither 

comprehensible nor interesting. Students often only vaguely understand much of the assigned reading 

because it is far above their reading level in the language.  

 

Reading may be many things (i.e. cultural, relevant, personal, meaningful, timely) but to keep our 

students it MUST be: 

 

Comprehensible & Interesting 

Students need to be able to understand most of the words on the page:   

98% (or more) is ideal 

90% may be OK with background knowledge and help 

85% Probably not OK, even with help  

80% or less is not nearly enough—find something that is more appropriate for your students’ current 

reading level. 

 

“I now suspect that ‘interesting’ is not enough:  the input has to be compelling, so interesting that all 

attention is focused on the message and thoughts of anxiety do not even occur, so interesting that the 

acquirer ‘forgets’ that the input is in another language.” 

 

—Stephen Krashen 

 



  3 Reading Strategies 
 

1. Whole class reading 
• Read below their Level. 

• Chat at their Level (i+1). 

• Repeat over and over. 

 

“The faster we read, easier it is to read because we can hold in our memory all we’ve read so 

far, and then use that information to guess what’s to come.  Our memory clogs up quickly 

when we read slowly.”   

  --Mem Fox, Reading Magic, p. 115 

 

• The idea is not so much to finish the material, but to practice the basics of the language with 

them. Practice in this sense does not mean drilling or memorizing, but exposure to the 

language in the form of meaningful comprehensible input. 

• The text on the page is not as important as talking with your students. 

• Check for understanding. 

 

Chat about the story A LOT: 

Focus on the students: Talk to them and talk about them. 

Parallel stories (Blaine Ray) 

Parallel snippets 

 

 

 

Whole class reading means that all of the students are reading the same novel at the same time with 

guidance and help from the teacher. 

Mistakes:   

Students reading aloud is an ineffective strategy: poor pronunciation, flat voices, no dramatic pauses, no 

inflection, no recognizable voices for different characters, no natural pauses to think and discuss. 

Teacher reads aloud. Or a recording. 

Students read aloud. Thinking it will help student pronunciation. Forcing speech above the level of 

acquisition does not correspond to modern SLA methods. Other drawbacks of having students read 

aloud: 

- Lack of comprehension 



- Uninteresting 

 

 

2. Read to Students 
Reading to students can take at least two forms: “Kindergarten Reading” and Reading Aloud. 

 

 
 

“We can do at least seven things with our voices to keep our listeners engaged.  Six of these seven 

vocal gymnastics are contrasts: Loud and soft, fast and slow, and high and low. And we can p-a-u-s-e.” 

--Mem Fox, Reading Magic, p. 42 

 

Non-Negotiable 

– Teacher reads in the target language 

– Everybody can hear 

– Everybody listens 

– Everybody can see the pictures 

– Ask questions 

– Keep it short 

Optional 

– Cookies 

– Sit the floor 

 

 

• Reading to students is not only kindergarten reading with picture books 



• Teacher reading 

• Books on CD 

 

3. Students Read Alone 
This takes an investment of materials, but is the most productive in terms of total words read and 

differentiation. 

SSR 

FVR 

 

 
 

It is not always helpful to label reading time as “Free Voluntary Reading” (FVR) when we talk about it 

with students. Why? They have to read so some will oppose the word “voluntary”. The word “free” also 

throws some students because it is not free time—we expect them to read. The label “sustained Silent 

Reading” (SSR) is more useful because it is a better description and it gives students less to dispute. FVR 

is still very valuable term, but I reserve it for when students are reading during their own time for no 

credit. 

During SSR time in class: We read. 

    We are quiet 

    We read for a certain period of time 



    We are serious about this 

This is the poster I have on the walls of my classroom: 

 

Queridos Estudiantes, 

DURING SSR: 

• NO BATHROOM PASSES 

• NO GETTING NEW BOOKS 

• NO THROWING AWAY TRASH 

• NO SLEEPING     

• NO TALKING 

• NO WRITING 

 

Why all of these rules? They are guidelines for the teacher. I have learned by hard experience that weak 

readers often have a repertoire of tricks to avoid reading. They remain poor at reading because they are 

so good at avoiding it. If we provide structure and materials (more on these points later) we can help 

them to  

Here are some specific explanations of these rules: 

Why no bathroom passes? Because the weaker readers will always “have to go to the bathroom”. They 

will be gone a little longer than normal and will return when reading time is about over. Tell them they 

can go afterwards. 

Why no getting new books? It seems like getting a new book would be a good idea. If students discover 

that the reading level is not appropriate, shouldn’t they be allowed 

 

FVR is reading because you want to. Students get no credit for it. This is a list of books voluntarily 

checked out by students during the first two weeks of school: 



 
 

     

  4 Reading Comprehension Checks: 
You do not need to come up with many new ways to check for reading comprehension and to assure 

accountability. And you do not have to check all of the time. Just a few go-to checks in a rotation will do. 

Be kind to yourself. Do not think that you have to constantly be doing something new. Ditch the urge to 

be cutting edge and use what works. Ditch the multiple choice assessments which do not encourage 

deep thinking. Get students to show what they understand with easy assessments where they are 

producing the responses. Here are four that are easy to implement. 

1. Talk about it 
Stephen Krashen describes five ways of measuring reading 



 

2. Reading Reactions 

 
Dual entry journals are a way to occasionally check that students understand and are thinking about the 

material. Overuse will discourage reading. 

 

3. Draw-Write-Pass 
When all students are reading the same materials, this can be an interesting way to  

 

4. • Light Book Reports 
These are one page book reports 

 



 5 Golden Things   

5 Key Components of a Reading Program 
 

1. Teacher is a Reader 

 
This is more important than having books, time and a plan. Sit and read in front of your students. Read 

while they are reading. This is the most important component of a reading program, and it is easy to 

skip. If the teacher is not a reader, students will smell the insincerity and even earnest readers will 

become less excited about reading. You can’t fake it. Students will detect the ruse. You would think that 

most teachers would be readers, but we often get sidetracked and overly busy with other necessary 

tasks. We put off reading. Then we put it off again and again. Soon our students cannot remember the 

last time they saw us read, or noticed a pleasure reading book on our desk, or heard us talk about 

something we are reading just because we want to. 

 

To be a reader leader in your classroom you need to be a regular reader and you need to be excited 

about reading. Share what you are reading with students inside the class and outside of it. Tell them 

what you are reading in the target language and in English. You do not want to be a reading leader in 

name only; you want to be an avid reader that is leading the way by example. If you lead from the heart 

like this, they will be more likely to follow. 



 

2. Students Have the Tools 
Students need to know the key words. In the beginning this means the most essential verbs and a few 

nouns. Cognate strategies. Functions words. 

Many language programs focus on units and themes which require many vocabulary words, but if you 

look at a word frequency list, it is the verbs that are much more common. 

Add link to list of essential verbs? 

 
“The best way to improve in a foreign language is to do a great deal of comprehensible, interesting 

reading. The case for self-selected reading for pleasure is overwhelming.” 

―Beniko Mason, Extensive Reading in English as a Foreign Language 

 

 

3. Materials 
Having plenty of materials is a must. Only with a variety of options will students be able to find things to 

read that are comprehensible and interesting to them. For novice levels, this will mean language learner 

literature that is written specifically for beginners. Easy, vocabulary-controlled novels are some of the 

best items to get for a classroom library.  

 

WHY READ NOVELS? 

 

 “I don’t know how one develops imagination without reading fiction.” —Diane Ravitch 

 

For light reading we encourage students to read novels. Reading novels is advantageous to students both as language learners 
and as well-rounded human beings. Here’s why: 

 

 

1. MORE VOCABULARY 
Readers acquire more vocabulary from novels. In a novel the vocabulary tends to repeat itself more than that in non-
fiction texts because the setting and the situations are revisited and referred to over and over. This repetition helps a 
reader to pick up both high frequency vocabulary as well as the specific words used in the novel. The repeated 
vocabulary becomes automatic. Contextualized, interesting and repeated comprehensible input is what gets students 
to acquire language.  Studying vocabulary lists is not as effective or as enjoyable. 
 

2. MORE FUN 
Reading novels is easier and more fun.

 
For most students reading novels is more enjoyable than reading other kinds of 

materials. Reading novels can be easier because stories lend themselves to prediction. Once you understand the 
genre, the setting and the characters, you can often guess where a story is going. This natural interaction with the 
text makes reading fiction easier and more pleasant than non-fiction, especially for young readers and for language 
learners. It is this element of pleasure that leads students to develop a life-long pleasure reading habit. This ease of 

access creates what psychologists refer to as “flow.” Reading is the most popular flow activity in the world. 



3. BETTER RELATIONSHIPS 

Fiction readers have better relationships. Reading fiction serves as a relationship simulator. It helps readers to 
develop real-life social skills by giving them low stake rehearsals for the complicated relationships they will encounter 
in real life. In novels we can preview the social situations that we will encounter to prepare us to meet them better. 
 

4. BETTER LIFE LESSONS 

The life lessons in novels are easier to understand. It is easier to pick up the life lessons in fiction than those in non-
fiction texts. The lessons in non-fiction may be more direct, but they are not absorbed as well as those in fiction. 
Fictional stories can change the reader’s views and reinforce understanding because the lessons are absorbed 
subconsciously along with the story. Counterintuitively, the focus on the story in a novel helps readers to understand 
the author’s core message more clearly than straightforward non-fiction. 
 

5. MORE EMPATHY 

Novels help readers to develop empathy. In a novel we are allowed to peek inside the heads of others and explore 
their motivations. Novels help us to develop perspective or Theory of Mind, which is the ability to understand the 
ways others think and feel rather than just our own selves. In our virtually connected, but emotionally isolated, digital 
age we all need help with empathy. Reading novels that we enjoy and can understand is a good way to encourage the 
growth of empathy in us all. 
 

6. MORE SMARTS 

Reading fiction makes you smarter. All fiction has elements of real life in it. Even though the story is fictional, not 
everything is completely made up in a novel. The setting is often factually correct and much of the background 
information is real as well. As students read fiction they pick up tidbits about the real world. Every fiction author 
infuses the work with morsels of real psychology, sociology, philosophy, economics, history, geography, biology, 
linguistics and many other subjects. When students read a novel, they learn something about how real life functions 
along with the story and this gives them greater understanding of the world. As Stephen Krashen puts it, “Those who 
read more fiction know more about a variety of subjects.” 

 

 

Novels 

 

These can be found at  

TPRSbooks 

Fluency Matters 

Mira Canion 

Bryce Hedstrom 

There are other book dealers that resell these  

 

Buy just one or two at a time. Later, get five at a time so that friends can read the same book. Share 

books by having students make their own bookmarks 

Add link to list of books 

 

4. Time 
Make time in your lesson plans for students to read. 5 to 15 minutes per day. No time?  

“Picking up word meanings by reading is 10 times faster than intensive vocabulary instruction.” , The 

Power of Reading, 1993, p. 15 

“Less frequent words... may best be learned by reading extensively, because there is just not 

enough time to learn them all through conscious study.” 



―Norbert Schmitt, Vocabulary in Language Teaching 

 

“The only significant predictor of the ability to use the subjunctive was the amount of free 

voluntary reading done in Spanish; the amount of formal study of Spanish, the amount of 

formal study specifically aimed at the subjunctive, and how long subjects had lived in a 

Spanish-speaking country were not significant predictors of subjunctive competence.” 

―Stephen Krashen, Free Voluntary Reading, p. 27 

 

5. Structure 
Build a structure into your teaching and train students on the procedure.  

This includes a system of built-in encouragement. 

 


