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Literacy, finally, has become a national priority. State sandards and federal
initiatives such as No Child Left Behind and Reading First demonstrate that the
government and the American people are now actively searching for waysto get all
children reading, and reading well, in their school years. *

Teachers have long known that there is no one magic solution for teaching
children how to read. But thanks to an extensive body of empirical research, educators
now know alot about what “works’ in literacy instruction.? Struggling readers need
reading instruction that promotes effective strategies for reading comprehension. They
need opportunities to read engaging, non-fiction text both in and out of school. And,
perhaps most important of all, they need to be motivated to read. In all of these areas,
teachers make an impact every day,

Traditional textbooks and basal readers of course play a central role in reading
instruction. But teachers have always used other forms of engaging text to excite students
about the power of print. These formats include books, newspapers, on-line resources and
-- as both teachers and educational researchers agree -- age-appropriate magazines can
play an integral role, too.? In thisarticle, we'll review some ways in which researchers
and educators have found that magazines make a valuable contribution to children’s
improved reading skills.

Motivated students read more

Noted researchers (such as John Guthrie and many others) have repeatedly found
that students' reading performance doesn't just depend on their reading skills. Motivation
isacrucial factor, too. Students are more likely to read — and they spend more time
doing it —when they feel motivated to read. Y et, research shows that not all forms of
motivation are equally effective. External rewards such as grades or other incentives can
contribute to some degree, but a more powerful strategy isto help students build an
intrinsic motivation to read —that is, to help them recognize the value of reading and
develop adesire to read for its own sake.* When students have a strong intrinsic
motivation to read, they not only have better attitudes about reading, but they spend more
time doing it as well (Figure 1).
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Magazines for young people are designed to motivate sudentsto read. By
embedding reading in meaningful contexts, by presenting non-fiction articles that are
engagingly written, and by spanning a range of topics, magazines allow every student to
choose to read about the topics that he or she finds most interesting and personally
relevant — all of which has been shown to boost intrinsic motivation.® Moreover, since
most students believe that magazines and other “real-world” media are relevant to their
lives, magazines can help students see that reading isn’t just important in the classroom —
it's important in the outside world, too.°

Supporting standards-based strategies for reading comprehension

Of course, while motivation is critical, it’s just one part of fostering good reading.
Students also need to build arich repertoire of effective strategies that will help them
understand what they read. The content and format of magazines make them well-suited
to teaching many of the comprehension strategies described in the national Standards.
For example:

Using what you know

Text is easier to understand and remember when it builds on the reader’s prior
knowledge.” Because children’s magazines are grounded in the world (and
interests) of their readers, they provide natural opportunities for children to use
what they know as they read.

Building vocabulary

Not surprisingly, numerous studies have shown a significant link between
vocabulary and reading comprehension; after al, readers can't understand text
unless they know what most of the words mean.? Magazines like Weekly
Reader publish customized editions that are designed for different grade levels,
from preschool through middle school. By selecting the most appropriate
edition for their students, teachers can easily find text with embedded
vocabulary that will be challenging but understandable to their students.

And more...

Magazine articles offer helpful opportunities for teachersto practice a broad
variety of reading comprehension strategies with their students. Some of the
most important srategies include having students identify and summarize main
ideas, monitor their own understanding, and think critically about what they
read. Since magazine articles are written in an engaging style and various
lengths, they provide an appealing and non-threatening context for addressing
these sorts of strategies with readers a al levels. Thisistrue whether they’re
advanced readers who are ready to delve into extended text or struggling readers
who prefer “bite-sized” chunks.’
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Tools for powerful teaching

In addition, magazines also lend themselves to many of the teaching methods that
are recommended by leading authorities in education, such as:

Making reading purposeful

When readers are personally interested in what they’ re reading, they’re more
likely to read with the goal of finding something out, rather than simply because
the teacher said so. Engaging magazine articles can promote purposeful reading
and contribute to what Wiggins and others call “enduring understandings’ —
understandings that reach beyond the classroom to relate to real-life topics and
situations aswell.*°

Boosting comprehension through visual support

Magazine illustrations support comprehension, too. Illustrations provide clues
to all readers as to the content of the accompanying text, and they can be
particularly helpful to struggling readers or sudents whose native language is
not English.**

Connecting across the curriculum

Because the diverse content of many magazines spans arange of academic
subject areas— be it science, history, math, social studies, or other subjects —
magazines can help teachers build purposeful reading and writing into virtually
all areas of the school curriculum. By using an article about plants asa
springboard for a science lesson, or weaving a current events article into a social
studies class, teachers can help students see connections among different subject
areas ... and appreciate the value of reading across the board.*?

Bringing learning home

In keeping with the recommendations of numerous experts and organizations,*?
magazines can also promote links between home and school. Magazines can
excite children about the things they read, so students share what they’ ve
learned with family and friends. In addition, Morrow and Y oung found that
parents were more likely to help their children with homework assignments that
involved magazines, because of the interesting material and visual appeal.*

The bottom line: Supporting instruction and assessment -- and making reading fun!

With all of the constraints on teachers' busy days — meeting the demands of local
and national standards, as well as No Child Left Behind — teachers could only afford time
for magazines if the magazines mapped closely onto their local standards and regular
classroom curricula. In fact, teachers agree that they do. For example, in arecent survey
of more than 2,000 teachers who subscribe to Weekly Reader, 84% rated Weekly Reader
as“good” or “excellent” in reinforcing their classroom reading curriculum and
state/national standards.™
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In addition, apart from the content and format of the magazines themselves,
teachers also appreciate the supplementary materials that accompany classroom
magazines. For example, 98% of teachers report using the teacher guide that
accompanies each issue of Weekly Reader, which supplies teachers with background
information on the magazine' s content, vocabulary words, related books, and extension
activities.™® Twice each year, teachers a o receive reading assessments that use material
from Weekly Reader to gauge students' reading ability. Teachers have found al of these
materials to be helpful tools for instruction, assessment, and accountability.

Last but not least, magazines are fun! As researchers such as Lesley Mandel
Morrow, James Gee, and their colleagues have observed, the text in magazinesis
composed and presented in ways that make it simultaneously informative, entertaining,
amusing, and instructive.” Indeed, in the Weekly Reader survey mentioned earlier, 96%
of teachers rated the magazine's appeal for their students as either “good” or
“excellent.”*® The appeal of magazines makes them ideal vehicles for introducing new
subject matter, practicing reading comprehension strategies, and stimulating discussion,
both in the classroom and beyond.
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I n teachers own words...

Time and again, the big-picture view of the Weekly Reader survey has been
confirmed by comments from individual teachers, too. Classroom teachers at various
grade levels note the value of magazines such as Weekly Reader in introducing new
vocabulary and supporting students comprehension. For example:

“I appreciate the repetition of high frequency words in each issue.”
— Kindergarten teacher

“I love the Weekly Reader vocabulary words to identify with the children.”
— Second grade teacher
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“Weekly Reader ’s content was more age/grade appropriate because the visuals
supported the content of the articles. Therefore, both the advanced readers and

the students who struggle with reading were able to understand the contents of

the articles.”
— Fourth grade teacher

Other teachers appreciate Weekly Reader’ s fit to standards and curricula across a wide
range of subject areas. For example:
“Each month, thereis at least one issue that lines up perfectly with a lesson in

science or social studies from our curriculum.”
— Kindergarten teacher

“Great for math and reading.”
— Fourth grade teacher

“The language skills that could be incorporated using the pictures was excellent

reinforcement of receptive and expressive language skills hit in the curriculum.”
— Kindergarten teacher

“I am always amazed, after teaching a unit, how often Weekly Reader reinforces

it.”
— Second grade teacher

Finally, supplementary materials that accompany Weekly Reader, such asthe teacher’s
guides and reading assessments, have proven to be valuable aswell. For example:

“Weekly Reader has excellent content in the teacher guidesthat | can use as part

of my lesson plans.”
— Preschool teacher

“The Fall and Spring diagnostic assessments have been on target in identifying

many strengths and weaknesses of my fourth grade students. | feel that the
graphic organizers, insets, colorful pictures, and vocabulary found in the
assessments, along with the weekly issues, have kept my students’ interest and has

given very accurate evaluations of their knowledge and skills.”
— Fourth grade teacher
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Conclusion

Certainly, no one would suggest that magazines should completely replace
textbooks or basal readers — or, for that matter, books of any kind. However, the
research makes it clear: Magazines can be powerful supplements to other forms of print
in literacy instruction. Inthe hands of a skilled teacher, magazines can serve as effective
educational tools — an important part of a“balanced literacy breakfast.”
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