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Writing about Reading


It is ten o’clock on a Thursday night.  I tired boy arrives home after a long day.  He left for school early that day to attend Key Club.  After school, he went directly to tennis practice.  Following tennis, the boy drives to his soccer game in Green Bay.  The game ends as the sun goes down, and the boy drives home.  He inhales a half a loaf of bread and then drags himself to bed.  As he turns his head to turn off the bedside lamp, he notices the “classic” that must be finished by tomorrow.  He has over a hundred pages left.  Enjoy!  Reading can be a wonderful experience.  Books, magazines, and newspapers provide so much entertainment and information, yet so many students hate to read.  Why?  Because they associate reading with homework.  Teachers have turned what was an indifference to reading in student’s minds into pure hatred.


First, students receive the wrong message from reading “checks.”  All too often teachers give reading quizzes that are not based on the ability to follow the story, but to know facts.  For instance, is it more important to know the name of a certain character, or the defining traits of that character?  Questions about names and dates are better left for history class.  English is for discussing and analyzing the message of the book, if there is one at all.


Literature, as far as a student is concerned, can be broken down in to two categories:  1) those that the teacher will accept for credit, 2) those they will not.  The latter books tend to be shorter, easier to read, and frequently entertaining; that is as opposed to the former.  To be sure, teachers want to expose their students to the “classics,” but at what expense?  Every year thousands of kids learn to love the classics, but thousands more learn that reading is difficult and not “fun.”  Could expanding the list of acceptable books be that detrimental to the class as a whole?  Students need to learn to love reading before learning to love the classics.


Last, lack of time causes the most distress and anger when teachers assign reading.  Like the boy in the introduction, most high school students are extremely busy.  With increasing practice times for athletics, students find less time each day for their studies.  When a teacher assigns a hundred pages, they are typically handing a student two hours of homework.  Now, it is not to say that students cannot complete the assignment.  Most students usually do complete the reading.  However, the pressure to complete the assignment is so great that any enjoyment the book could provide is lost on the student.


It is sad when Tale of Two Cities becomes just another math problem, just another worksheet, just another thing that has to be done.  Reading can be a wonderful experience, but so many students have the wrong impression.  Their impression is based on experiences like the boy in the introduction.  Teachers force students to read books they do not enjoy, to remember facts that are not important, and to choose reading over sleeping.  It is no wonder students become disenchanted with reading, it is what the school system has taught them.

