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MAPS

AS EDUCATORS,  what  do  we do when a  student  
struggles  with learning to  read ,  especial ly  when 

they fai l  in  the  tradit ional  c lassroom? 

W W W . L O I S L E T C H F O R D . C O M

 

M I N D S E T A C T I V E P L A Y S U C C E S S

The child and their life is central to 

informed reading instruction.

The teacher and their mindset is 

key in moving students forward in 

both learning to read and finding a 

love of learning.

Teachers must be excited to share 

the teaching/learning process, to 

provide learning which allows 

vulnerable students to grow.

W H A T  Y O U ' L L  L E A R N :

This easy and effective 

strategy not only transforms 

learning for the most 

vulnerable learners, but 

makes learning enjoyable—

a remarkable twist for those 

falling behind in the  

classroom.

THINK ABOUT THE PHILOSOPHY:
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MINDSET

W W W . L O I S L E T C H F O R D . C O M

HOW CAN WE APPLY MINDSET TO READING?

Gather  brainpower .  Solve  the  problem.  
Bel ieve fai lure  is  not  an option.

My first taste of changing mindset occurred with 
teaching my seven-year-old son, Nicholas. He 
failed the first grade, and his end-of-the-school-
year testing showed he could only read ten words, 
had no spatial awareness, and a low IQ on the 
standardized WISC intelligence test.  
 
Even though Nicholas faced daily failure in his 
first year in school, I believed teaching him one-
on-one with a standardized reading program, 
focusing on the idea of learning letters and sounds, 
would be enough to help him. My chosen books: 
Success for All, filled with pages of word lists 
broken into sounds. There were no pictures. 
 
As I used these worksheets, I learned that Nicholas 
could not recall the isolated sounds, nor the letters 
of the words, least of all put the isolated sounds 
together to comprehend some recognizable word.
 
My mother-in-law helped change my mindset. 
“Make learning fun,” she said.

Putting failure aside, I tried something new.
 
I began writing simple poems to build on the two 
strengths I believed Nicholas’ showed—finding 
patterns and rhyming words. These poems 
changed his learning experience. Seeing the 
patterns and the rhymes, drawing pictures, and 
discussing the poems improved his learning. My 
quiet, struggling child was unexpectedly laughing 
and having fun with learning. 
 
His learning—and life—were transformed 
through my change of mindset.
 
I was forced to look beyond the initial challenges. 
Each hurdle offered another opportunity to “re-
work” the problem, to re-think and re-imagine 
how to teach. Failure was not an option.
 
How we see children, our mindset, and how we 
approach teaching the most vulnerable in our 
society makes or breaks them.

50

US adults read 
below a 5th 
grade level

19%

of US high 
school graduates

cannot read

individuals 
worldwide 
cannot read 

43%

of those with the 
lowest literacy skill 
live in poverty (US)

million

 
 

brandongaille.com/us-literacy-rate-
and-illiteracy-statistics/

774
million
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ACTIVE PLAY
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IS  READING AN ACTIVE ACTIVITY?

The word act ive  i s  associated with doing :  movement  and 
achievement .  Reading appears  to  be  a  passive  act ivity .

A reader opens a book. They do not move. They 
appear isolated and alone. Although an outsider 
sees a passive activity with reading, the reader is 
actually engaged in a whole new world—one in 
which they are often so engrossed they are 
unaware of anyone or anything else around them.
 
These readers are the skilled, active readers. 
So, who is an “active reader?”
 
In my elementary years of education, I struggled 
with reading any book. I read every word. I turned 
every page. I recall the physical effort, the muscle 
tension and eye strain, as I worked through each 
word and the exhaustion I felt as I finished.  I 
could give an account of the characters and the 
general plot of the story but very little else. It was 
certainly not an enjoyable process. 
 
I thought this was the normal way of reading; it 
wasn’t until my adult years where I realized I was 
dyslexic. Unfortunately, this is often the 
experience of children today who struggle with 
learning to read.
 
How do we turn struggling readers into active 
ones? Teach your students to play while 
learning.

An active reader is one who can take each 
sentence and envision it as a picture. Each 
additional sentence builds upon that original 
picture, essentially creating an internal movie.
Skilled readers make connections with the text. 
Such readers search for known information and 
connect it with the new information they 
encounter while reading.
 
These active readers ask and answer questions 
through an internal dialogue: Who’s talking? 
Where is this piece set? What conflict is taking 
place? How will the situation be resolved? 
 
Active readers think about reading, about the 
words, the picture those words create, and what 
happens when such sentences sit together. They  
understand how pronouns work across sentences 
and paragraphs to make the text shine, always 
looking for meaning. They find emotion in the 
text; the humor, the pain, and see where authors 
play with imagination. In fact, active readers find 
such a love of books, they re-read them for pure 
enjoyment.
 

+

You cannot  teach a  man anything ;  you 
can only help  him f ind i t  within himself .  

Active  readers  are  ski l led  readers .  

"

"
-Gal i leo
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ACTIVE PLAY

W W W . L O I S L E T C H F O R D . C O M

IS  READING AN ACTIVE ACTIVITY?

A love of  reading should be  encouraged the 
very moment students  begin to  learn to  read .

Reading is about making connections. It's important to let students read something that connects with 
them and their interests. Remember: reading is thinking. Unskilled readers struggle with “reading 
between the lines.” Skilled readers understand inference—a conclusion based on evidence or reasoning 
from a given situation—which is a vital part of comprehension that must be mastered. How can we 
encourage students to do this when they struggle so much with just decoding?

+

1

Share poems and books. Start with 
poetry to teach how decoding and 
meaning relate. Use humor to help 

break down barriers. When students 
laugh, they are undoubtedly enjoying 

the lesson, reducing their effort to 
overcome challenges.

Use lots of pictures, an easy task to do 
online. Have students illustrate their 

work. Celebrate the connection between 
the words and pictures.

Turn a section of a book into a play. 
Adapt the words to fit their lexicon and 

experiences. This provides the 
opportunity of ownership, helping the 
reader feel more connected to the text. 

Re-writing a story makes it the student’s 
drama: their play, their words.

The same word can shift from noun to adjective 
to verb. Put a book on the table. The table leg is 
broken. Hand the book to me. My hand is cold.
 
Here, prosody—the expression, the rhythm, the 
intonation, and the emphasis—become part of 
comprehension when reading out loud.
 
Through poetry, pictures, and plays, students 
become more engaged and discover a love of 
learning. This is where struggling learners start 
becoming active.

2 3

This phase is like a stepping-stone in creating 
active readers. The reader asks questions in the 
same manner of a skilled reader. Where is this play 
set? What do I need as a background and props for a 
performance? Who is talking?
 
Reading dialogue can be challenging; often the 
speaker is identified after they’ve spoken.  So, a 
reader must always be “thinking ahead," 
understanding their will be a back and forth 
between the characters. Re-reading and re-
writing a passage helps students comprehend 
that words are dynamic and move.
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SUCCESS
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HOW DOES ONE MEASURE SUCCESS?

Success  can be  seen best  by looking at  the
long-term view of  a  student ’ s  progress .

My book Reversed: A Memoir tells the story of 
my son, Nicholas. He is my “poster child” for 
success. In first grade, he was labeled “low IQ” 
with no chance of learning to read; today, he holds 
a doctorate from Oxford.
 
Yet, when I ask him about his early learning years, 
he cannot talk about his experience without 
crying. In the classroom, his teachers left him 
feeling like he was dumb, slow, and could never 
learn. His negative response is unmistakable, even 
though it happened over twenty years ago. 
 
His whole demeanor transforms, however, when I 
ask him about working one-on-one with me. 
When Nicholas was seven, I took him out of 
school for six months. In this new venture, I wrote 
poetry to assist with his recalling of letters and 
sounds. We recited these rhymes together. Now, 
he thinks about that time with laughter, especially 
from the silly poems we wrote.

These poems triggered an ongoing love of 
learning, enriching his imagination while gaining 
control over the units of sounds and phonemes as 
the building blocks of reading. Poetry built on his 
strengths, allowing him to overcome his 
weaknesses and join his classmates in the regular 
classroom.
 
As a reading specialist for over twenty years, I've 
seen many students who can barely read at their 
age-appropriate level. Taking some of the same 
lessons used with Nicholas, I watch as their micro, 
daily successes help them become confident and 
competent in reading. These achievements grow 
into a love of reading.
 
Daily growth is small but consistent, eventually 
leading to more success in the traditional 
classroom, enjoyment in school, and noticeable 
behavioral improvement everywhere. 
 
That’s the start of success.

The journey of  a  thousand miles  
begins  with one step .

"
"

-Lao Tzu
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THE TAKEAWAY

Believe in  your student .  
Bel ieve in  yourself  as  a  teacher .

Reading is a complex process. At the beginning of learning to read, we need student-centered 
learning. It takes a combination of teacher thinking, engaging the student, playing with words, 
and daily, small achievements to promote a lifelong love of learning. 
 
We must teach all children to read; sometimes we just have to change the way we teach them.

Reversed:  A Memoir  by Lois  Letchford 
is  avai lable  everywhere books  are  sold .
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