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Technology

Grades 
K-5

by  |  Boni Hamilton

Elementary librarians strive to pass 
their passion for reading to the 
students who stroll through the stacks. 
But not every student responds. Some 
children fail to hear reading’s siren call 
from any of the materials stocked on 
the library shelves. How can a librarian 
woo the children who can’t, don’t, or 
won’t read?

Librarians often take responsibility 
for digital resources as well as print 
materials. Because many children 
are lured by technology, librarians 
might consider how to convert this 
affinity for technology into reading 
opportunities and motivations. 
Librarians can use digital resources to 
support striving readers, build alliances 
with disengaged readers by letting 
them evaluate resources, and motivate 
all readers.

Students Who  
Can’t Read

Some students may have physical 
disabilities that interfere with reading. 

Others may struggle to master 
reading skills for unknown reasons. 
Students who can’t read face both 
social and educational challenges. 
Partner with the special education 
and literacy teachers to identify 
digital tools and sites to support 
striving readers.

Physical Disabilities
An exception to the copyright  
law allows copyrighted materials  
to be made available to people  
with documented qualifying 
disabilities, such as visual impairments; 
the inability to pick up, hold, or 
maintain visual focus on a book;  
or severe dyslexia. 

BARD, an acronym for Braille and 
Audio Reading Download, is a service 
provided by the Library of Congress. 
About 25,000 downloadable titles 
are currently available, although the 
collection continues to grow. These 
digital resources are complementary 
to the print materials available from 
the National Library Service network  

of cooperating libraries. Details  
are available at the NLS site  
(www.loc.gov/nls).

Bookshare (www.bookshare.org),  
an initiative of Benetech  
(http://benetech.org), a nonprofit 
organization, has more than 200,000 
books, newspapers, and magazines 
that can be downloaded and read 
using free assistive technology tools. 
A chart on the Bookshare website 
explains how to determine whether 
students qualify. 

Literacy Concerns
Students whose reading skills lag 
behind their peers often deal with 
social stigma. Not only are they 
regularly pulled out of class for 
supplemental reading instruction, but 
they also are limited to “easy” books 
for library check-out and in-class 
reading. Easy books may challenge 
their reading skills, but the texts rarely 
stretch students’ thinking. The use of 
digital texts can connect students to 
grade-level reading materials and ease 

Wooing Disengaged 
Readers



Oct 2014 • LibrarySparks • 39 

technology

the students’ sense of isolation when 
classmates talk about popular books.

•	 E-reader texts. Researchers have 
found that striving readers respond 
well to e-readers. Because e-readers 
enable access to such supports as 
interactivity, audio files, dictionaries, 
and note and bookmarking tools 
(depending on the e-reader brand), 
striving readers can sometimes 
work with texts above their 
independent reading levels. 

•	 Digital texts. Not all digital texts 
load on e-readers. Some schools 
have purchased reading programs 
with thousands of interactive 
books. An article in District 
Administration discusses digital texts 
and includes a downloadable chart 
on digital reading applications 
(http://tinyurl.com/6m6byyb). 

•	 Audio texts. Teachers have long 
used audiobooks accompanied by 
texts for listening centers. When 
students read along with the audio 
files, they get a double benefit: 
they can hear how a text should be 
read (prosody) and practice reading 
skills. With the increased popularity 
of mp3 players and iPod devices, 
listening centers have become 
portable. For audiobook purchases, 

start with winners of the American 
Library Association’s Odyssey Award 
for the best audiobooks produced 
for children and young adults 
(http://tinyurl.com/ky6gltv). Free 
audiobooks may be downloaded 
from public libraries or from online 
collections, such as Storynory 
(www.storynory.com), Light Up Your 
Brain (http://lightupyourbrain.com/
stories), and Ambling Books (http://
amblingbooks.com). Recruit teachers 
and students to create audio files 
for your school collection as well. 

Students Who Don’t 
or Won’t Read

Students improve as readers when 
they practice reading. But for some 
students, reading is a chore—it 
requires effort, concentration, and, 
worst of all, sitting still. Often these 
students find reading hard work, 
so they choose not to read. Other 
students read well, but fail to find 
appealing materials in school libraries 
or resist reading materials they find 
unengaging.

Librarians often don’t know these 
students well because the reluctant 
readers hide in the stacks, grab a book 
at the last moment, and rush through 
check-out. They may choose the same 
books or genres repeatedly, especially 
comics or amazing fact books. Their 
book choices are likely to have plenty 
of visuals, and they may simply “picture 
read” rather than read the words. 

Asking these students to evaluate 
digital resources for the library 
may broaden their perspectives on 
what libraries—and reading—offer. 
With the cooperation of classroom 
teachers, enlist students for short-term 
evaluation projects to be conducted 
during Sustained Silent Reading 
in their classrooms. Students can 
evaluate devices, such as e-readers 
and audio books. If the library has 

digital resources that are not getting 
sufficient use, such as Playaways®, a 
Tumblebooks subscription, or even 
research databases, start with those. 
Students may be able to pinpoint 
slight changes to policies, location, 
or publicity that would increase the 
resource’s appeal. They can also 
evaluate online reading resources  
(See Sample Evaluation Form at  
www.librarysparks.com).

Online Reading
For many libraries, subscriptions to 
online reading programs are a luxury. 
The following online reading websites 
are subscription-free, have high-
quality materials, and target a range of 
age groups.

Online Books 

•	 The	Screen	Actors	Guild	
Foundation sponsors Storyline 
Online (www.storylineonline.net), a 
collection of twenty-five videos of 
professional actors reading well-
loved picture books. 

•	 Mrs.	P’s	Magic	Library	(http://mrsp.
com) features TV star Kathy Kinney 
(Secret Life of the American Teenager) 
as	Mrs.	P.,	reading	classic	tales	
aloud. Clicking on the picture of 
Mrs.	P.	brings	up	a	YouTube	channel	
with	all	of	Mrs.	P.’s	library	videos.	For	
schools where YouTube is blocked, 
the “Streaming Stories” link leads 
to fourteen classic tales hosted on 
Professor	Garfield’s	site,	which	is	
typically not blocked. 
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program and then an award winner 
from that program. The booktalk 
appears as a virtual book, with 
“About Author,” “Ratings,” and  
“Read	More”	tabs.	

•	 Nancy	Keane’s	Booktalks—Quick	
and Simple (http://nancykeane.com/
booktalks) lists books by author, 
title, subject, and grade level. In 
most cases, Keane provides one-
paragraph reviews. Some titles also 
have links to audiobook excerpts 
intended to pull readers in. 

•	 Chatting	About	Books	(http://tinyurl.
com/2cxp5s8) is a series of more 
than sixty podcasts created by 
Emily	Manning	for	ReadWriteThink 
.org. The podcasts recommend 
books for children ages 4–11 and 
often include interviews with 
authors. Although the podcasts 
are organized by date, and not by 
authors or titles, you can search the 
site for a particular author or title. 
You can subscribe to the podcast 
through iTunes. 

Reading Rewards
Students can be motivated by reward 
programs as well. Three free incentive 
programs have similar profiles but 
different strengths. 

•	 Biblionasium	(www.biblionasium.
com) is a social network for 
logging reading time, rating 
books, searching for book 

•	 170	Online	Ebooks	for	Young	
Kids (http://tinyurl.com/ok6gruy) 
is an e-book webmix, created 
by a kindergarten teacher who 
collected multimedia e-books 
and stripped the distracting 
video recommendations and 
advertisements. The collections 
include Storyline Online and 
National Geographic. 

•	 Myths	and	Legends	(http://myths.
e2bn.org) has more than seventy 
stories, most of them European 
in origin, in multimedia form, as 
well as several thousand stories 
submitted by site visitors, including 
students. 

Online Magazines

•	 National Geographic Young Explorer! 
(http://tinyurl.com/oc6n8kr) is a 
monthly online magazine for 
children in K–1. Audio is available 
but must be triggered by clicking 
the	audio	icon.	The	“More	Issues”	
tab has an archive of past issues  
to	2007.	

•	 Time for Kids (www.timeforkids.com) 
magazine targets upper elementary 
and older students. “Kid Reporters” 
might be especially interesting for 
students because the articles are 
written at a lower reading level by 
student reporters. 

•	 Youngzine (www.youngzine.org), 
written for upper elementary 
through high school readers,  
covers current events around  
the world. Registration is possible 
but not required. 

•	 Teaching Kids News (http://
teachingkidsnews.com) provides 
news articles written for  
grades 2–8. 

•	 DOGOnews (www.dogonews.com) 
calls itself the “leading source 
for current events, news and 
non-fictional articles for kids and 
teachers.” Key vocabulary words 
in articles are linked to dictionary 
entries. Articles often end with 
comprehension questions and 
critical thinking challenges. 

Motivation for All 
Readers

Librarians can use the following 
motivational resources to appeal  
to all readers. 

Booktalks
Booktalks can entice children to 
consider a title or author. Several 
online sites provide written booktalks. 
Teachers can read the booktalks 
aloud or print them on shelf tags. 
Printable shelf tags are available 
through Scholastic at http://tinyurl.
com/nh8wb7q, or get colorful animal-
theme tags at Upstart (http://tinyurl.
com/ozeagse).

•	 The	Mackin	BookTalk	website	 
(www.mackinbooktalk.com) features 
books that have won state awards. 
Site visitors choose the award 



recommendations, and building 
virtual bookshelves. Incentives 
can be set by parents or teachers 
to reward students when they 
complete reading challenges. This 
site seems particularly suited for 
classroom teachers. 

•	 The	Kid’s	Zone	of	Book	Adventure	
(www.bookadventure.com/
kids_zone.aspx) includes links to 
the Book Finder, which creates 
customized lists of books for 
children;	the	Quiz-O-Matic,	where	
students access quizzes on books 
to earn points toward prizes; 
the	Fun	&	Games	Center,	with	
activities related to books; and the 
Prize Library, where students can 
see prizes and awards available. 
This site stresses incentives, 
and its quizzes are similar to 
Accelerated Reader. Lists of book 
recommendations may be helpful 
for some readers, although the 
sheer number of recommendations 
could overwhelm a young reader. 

•	 Reading	Rewards	(www.reading-
rewards.com) motivates readers by 
providing a safe platform where 
students earn rewards for reading, 

finishing a book, and writing 
reviews of what they’ve read. 
Students have reading logs  
and access to book reviews 
by other students. This site is 
particularly suitable for library 
reading programs.

Whether children can’t, won’t, or 
don’t read now doesn’t mean that 
they will never read. Finding the keys 
to motivate reluctant readers may 
take creative thinking about digital  
resources available through the library. 
But wooing just one disengaged 
student to the pleasures of reading  
is worth the effort.

Boni Hamilton, EdD, has teaching 
experience at every level from 
preschool through college. Her 
book IT’s Elementary! Integrating 
Technology	in	the	Primary	Grades 
(ISTE, 2007) advocates for collaboration 
among librarians, classroom teachers, 
and technologists. Contact her at 
bonihamilton@gmail.com or visit 
her wiki at www.easyintegration.
wikispaces.com.
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