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MOTIVATING CHILDREN 
TO READ 

CLAUDIA SLILLIVAN 

"But how do I get children to enjoy reading?" 

Teachers have been asking this question for generations, 
realizing that even those children who succeed in learning to read 
in school do not necessarily choose to read after leaving school. It 
is a crucial question because like other skills, reading improves 
with practice, and children will willingly practise something they 
enjoy. 

" 

Fortunately, not all Singaporean children grow up to be non- 
reading adults. In fact, of about 2000 non-schoolgoing Singa- 
poreans, between 15 and 49 years old who were surveyed in 1980, 
over 90% reported spending at least some time reading every 
week. However, of these readers, 41% had not read a book in the 
preceding twelve months. The majority of the adults who had read 
books stated various reasons including the following: to obtain 
general information, for pleasure, and to pass the time1. Others 
might add: to satisfy a curiosity about other people, places, and 
things, for vicarious needsfulfilment, and out of habit. Some of our 
school children read for some of these reasons, but many read 
simply because they are told to! 

What were the reasons given by the 41% who had not read 
books? Had they been asked, they might have cited the following: 
lack of t ime andlor interest, lack of an appropriate place, the high 
cost of books in Singapore, conflicting professional demands. 
These reasons are plausible for adults, but children are more to the 
point. They would answer the same question with - "I don't like to 
read," or "I'd rather watch TV." What many of them really mean is 
- "When I read in class it's too hard" (translate frustrating), or "too 
easy" (translate not challenging), or simply "too boring". 

Consider this -for the most part, children entering school are 
naturally motivated to learn to read. In fact, many six year olds, and 
many of their parents, equate going to school with learning to 
read. As teachers, then, the question we should be asking is, "How 
can we prevent these motivated six year olds from becoming 
frustrated or bored seven and eight year olds?" If the primary one 
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teacher delays exposure to books and reading too long, sub- 
stituting endless and often meaningless drills on letters and 
sounds, the child may lose all interest in reading. On the other 
hand, if the child is pushed into using reading bookswithout being 
taught the various ways of figuring out new words, i.e. the use of 
context clues, grammatical as well as meaning context, the sound1 
symbol system and the use of word parts, the child may become 
frustrated and lose interest as well. Lest the teachers give up 
entirely because of this apparent no-win situation, let me make a 
few suggestions. 

There are three types of reading that should be considered in 
a primary school reading programme, developmental, functional, 
and recreational reading. Developmental reading or "learning to 
read" includes activities which teach or improve the basic reading 
skills. Functional reading or "reading to learn" includes studyskills- 
and information gathering activities based on topics of interest to 
the pupils. Recreational reading or "reading forfun" should be just 
that with activities designed to promote a life-time interest in 
reading2. 

It is the last of these, recreational reading, that we usually 
associate with motivating children to  read, and suggestions for 
such promotion abound in books and journals concerned with 
literature for children (See Suggested Resources List in Appendix 
A). What teachers do not seem to realize is that children's 
motivation can be easily and often permanently destroyed in the 
developmental phase, even before they get to independent and 
recreational reading. 

The question now becomes, "How can teachers keep the 
natural motivation high throughout developmental reading 
lessons in order to ensure interest in functional and recreational 
reading?" 

Two highly motivating ways, Shared Book Experience and 
the Language Experience Approach to Reading, have been 
described in detail in a previous issue of-Teaching and Learning3. 

Briefly, Shared Book Experience, with its enlarged text and 
illustrations provides beginning readers with non-threatening, 
enjoyable exposure to the language of books as well as to specific 
reading skills. The Language Experience Approach to Reading 
ensures high motivation by capitalizing on the children's language 
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(written down either by the teacher or themselves and then read) 
to teach the basic skills of reading. In the hands of a skilful teacher, 
both approaches can be used to teach prereading skills such as left 
to  right and top to bottom direction of print, the relation of print to 
speech, the notion that words are made up of letters which 
represent speech sounds. Both approaches can be used to teach 
the sound/symbol system of English, grammatical structures, 
spelling patterns, the conventions of punctuation and capitali- 
zation. 

Although both of these approaches were developed 
primarily for beginning readers, it is important to note that they 
can be used also to  rekindle the spark of motivation for older 
readers who have experienced difficulty and frustration. The 
techniques of both approaches have been adopted by some 
Singaporean teachers to introduce new concepts and vocabulary 
in science classes when the text was too difficult. 

This is not to say that the PEP and NESPE readers cannot be 
used in motivating ways by teachers who are willing to vary the 
ways in which the stories are presented. What many graded 
reading series writers suggest in their teacher's guides is a 
straightforward approach that can be varied according to the 
needs of the class and the content of the stories. It is known as the 
Directed Reading Approach4 and it consists of three basic steps: 1. 
Building the Background, 2. Silent Reading for a Purpose, and 3. 
Follow-up Activities. 

In Step l ,  the teacher attempts to create interest in  the story 
as well as prepare the children for its content. Creating interest 
may involve relating something in the story to the pupils' 
experience, possibly using some type of audio-visual aids, e.g. a 
map to discuss where the story takes place, related pictures, 
puppets to introduce the chief characters. Through discussion or 
by asking questions involving new concepts in  the story, the 
teacher can determine if the class has the experiential and 
vocabulary background necessary to comprehend the story. If not, 
these concepts and vocabulary items can be introduced. 

In Step 2, the teacher sets the purpose for reading by asking a 
few questions which can be answered by reading silently. After 
silent reading, these questions can be answered in writing or 
orally. Pupils might be asked to read aloud the sentence(s1 in 
which the answers can be found, thus using oral reading for a 
specific purpose. This step is meant to aid the children in 
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comprehending and remembering the material. It also serves as 
an informal diagnostic tool for the teacher, indicating if compre- 
hension is not occurring. 

Step 3 includes follow-up activities which may include 
specific skill building exercises, further vocabulary development, 
word attack and comprehension skills, andlor creative activities 
such as related writing, music or art projects. Oral reading for a 
purpose can also be creative by having children read aloud the 
parts of the characters for a "radio play". 

It is important to  note that not all stories lend themselves to  
all of these activities and the teacher must be selective. From Steps 
1 and 3, activities should be chosen to  reflect the needs and 
interests of the pupils as well as the story content. Only Step 2 
should not change. Even if oral reading is part of Step 3, silent 
reading should occur first. By varying the other activities, the 
teacher can create and maintain greater interest in the classroom 
reading books. 

Remember, developmental reading does not have to  be non- 
motivating or boring. The use of children's literature in the Shared 
Book Experience approach, of children's own language in the 
Language Experience Approach to  Reading, of a variety of 
activities in the Directed Reading Approach, or any combination of 
these, can make learning to  read motivating, challenging, and 
enjoyable enough to encourage extensive practice. With practice 
comes the successfuI mastery of the reading skills inspiring more 
practice and achieving more success. This positive cycle can help 
prevent children from reading only because they are "told to". 
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APPENDIX A 

Suggested Resources for Ideas on Promoting Children's 
Literature (Available in the Institute of Education Library) 

Briggs, Nancy. Children's Literature through Story-telling and 
Drama. (2nd Ed) Dubuque, Iowa: W C Brown, 1979. 

G reene, Ellen. A Multimedia Approach to Children's Literature. 
Chicago: American Library Association, 1977. 

Huck, Charlotte S. Children's Literature in the Elementary School. 
(3rd Ed) New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1976. 

Stewig, John W. Children and Literature. Chicago: Rand MclVally 
College Publishing Co., 1980. 
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JOURNALS 

Language Arts. National Council of Teachers of English (monthly 
except Dec, June to Aug) 

Link Up. Singapore School Libraries Section, Ministry of 
Education (semiannual) 

Journal of Reading. International Reading Association (monthly 
except June to Sept) 

Reading. United Kingdom Reading Association (3 times a year) 

The Reading Clinic. (Monthly except July and Aug) 

Reading Teacher. International Reading Association (monthly 
except June to Sept) 
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