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• Nationally, NAEP reading scores are down in both 

4th and 8th grade. Only 30% of students at or 

above proficient.

• Instead of making up lost ground, reading 

scores continue to slide.

• Students are reading less than any previous 

generation.

There is urgency







“It’s not that they don’t want to do the reading. It’s that they don’t know how.”

“It’s not just the frenetic pace; they struggle to attend to small details while keeping track of the 
overall plot.”

“There are always students who “read insightfully and easily and write beautifully, but they are 
now more exceptions.”

“Being bored has become unnatural.”

Choose one of the quotations from 

college professors and write for a 

few minutes in response.



The more time we spend online, the 
more incapable we seem to become of 
quiet reverie and the focused 
attention serious reading demands.

Our brains are being rewired.



A shocking number of students don’t 
see the point of school anymore.

Artificial intelligence offers young 
people a frictionless world. Kids need 
to build the muscles for doing hard 
things. 

Becoming good at learning will make 
students resilient whatever the future 
may bring.



Four modes of engagement

• Resister
• Passenger
• Achiever
• Explorer



• When choosing texts, be careful not to 

mistake difficult for valuable. 

• The books we teach should be sources of 

both power and pleasure for students.

• Growth hinges not just on the quality of 

the books we teach but on the 

intellectual culture we surround them 

with.
•  

Rigor doesn’t need to be rigid



Bloom’s criteria for choosing works to be 
read, reread, and taught to others

• aesthetic splendor
• cognitive power
• wisdom



Is comprehension better 
or worse with digital text?
Tim Shanahan on literacy 

New studies confirm that the processing of 
texts on screens is faster and shallower.  

We skim more when reading screens and we 
are less likely to stop and think about what 
we are reading which limits later memory for 
the information.

Teachers should be trying to figure out how 
to prepare kids to read digitally. Students 
don’t comprehend digital text as well as they 
do paper text. But they must and they 
should.



It isn’t that deep reading 
isn’t possible on a 
screen, but it’s harder.



Vgotsky’s ZPD, zone of 
proximal development

The space between what a student 
can do independently and what that 
student can do with the help of a 
teacher.

Desirable difficulty – working at the 
edge of our current ability.



When to actually worry that your kid still can't read - Today's Parent

What textual 
challenges cause 
your students to 
shut down and 
stop reading?

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.todaysparent.com%2Fkids%2Fschool-age%2Fwhen-to-actually-worry-that-your-kid-still-cant-read%2F&psig=AOvVaw1LeCWDgrb5Vzgj22j5dK8O&ust=1741130514329000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBQQjRxqFwoTCMCe9eaG74sDFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE


Common Textual 
Challenges
• lack of prior background knowledge
• vocabulary
• complex syntax
• dense paragraphs
• length of the text
• use of figurative language
• too much description, too little action



Think Alouds



Orbit minus 1

Rotating about the earth in their spacecraft they are so together, and so 
alone, that even their thoughts, their internal mythologies, at times 
convene. Sometimes they dream the same dreams – of fractals and blue 
spheres and familiar faces engulfed in the dark, and of the bright 
energetic black of space that slams their senses. Raw space is a 
panther, feral and primal; they dream it stalking through their quarters.

They hang in their sleeping bags, A hand-span away beyond a skin of 
metal the universe unfolds in simple eternities. Their sleep begins to thin 
and some distant earthly morning dawns and their laptops flash the first 
silent messages of a new day; the wide-awake, always-awake station 
vibrates with fans and filters. In the galley are the remnants of last night’s 
dinner – dirty forks secured to the table by magnets and chopsticks 
wedged in a pouch on the wall. Four blue balloons are buoyed on the 
circulating air, some foil bunting says Happy Birthday, it was nobody’s 
birthday but it was a celebration and it was all they had. There’s a smear 
of chocolate on a pair of scissors and a small felt moon on a piece of 
string, tied to the handles of the foldable table.



Fractal

In mathematics, a fractal is a geometric shape containing detailed 

structure at arbitrarily small scales, usually having a fractal 
dimension strictly exceeding the topological dimension.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mathematics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shape
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fractal_dimension
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fractal_dimension
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Topological_dimension


Fake Reading

Many students read without without 
understanding what they have “read.”
 
They lose the thread, breeze past 
words they don’t understand, read 
words without knowing to what they 
refer. Their eyes scan the page, but 
little meaning sticks with them. 



As the number of environmental metagenomes, binning algorithms, and metagenome-assembled 
genomes (MAGs) rapidly increase, it becomes easier to get washed away by the avalanche of data and 
forget what really matters. But when the dust settles from the current race of who is going to put 
together the largest number of genomes in one sit, perhaps we will once again realize that the 
convenience of outsourcing all decisions to some computer programs did not serve us as well as we 
thought it would.

The premise of metagenomic binning is relatively simple on paper: collect sample, sequence all DNA, 
assemble sequences, bin contigs, celebrate.

Visualizing the fate of 
contigs across 
metagenomic binning 
algorithms

a blogpost by A. Murat Eren



Talk with a partner about a time 
when your eyes passed over a text, 

but you took very little in.



• Frame challenging, information-laden text.

• disciplinary vocabulary
• a trailer for the reading
• create a context

• Demonstrate when and how to proceed with 
incomplete information.

• Use writing to help students retain what they are 
learning from the text.

• Have students ask themselves, “What did the author 
think I already knew?”

To combat fake reading …



Cultivating reading comprehension in a digital age

Skimming is the new norm for reading.

 What goes missing are reading processes 
which require a quality of attention 
increasingly at risk in a culture and on a 
medium in which constant distraction 
bifurcates our attention. 



- connecting background knowledge to new 
information

- making analogies and drawing inferences

- examining truth value, expanding empathy 
and knowledge

- critical analysis

What are these essential reading processes?





Have you ever picked up a 

book and said to yourself, 

“I think I’ll practice my 

reading skills”?

Me neither.

Grade 6 ERWC module



My guess is that mere technology will 
not kill the novel … but novels can be 
sidelined. When that happens, our 
society will be brutalized and 
coarsened by people who have no way 
of understanding us or each other.

Books are uniquely positioned to help 
us develop a “widened eye.”

- Jane Smiley
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