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Introduction

Allow me to tell you a story about Livingston Elementary School.
Today is Visitors’ Day, when families, friends, and other educators

can drop by the classrooms to see what takes place. Imagine a fourth-grade
classroom. The teacher is Mrs. Riley, who is required to teach reading and
language arts during the first block of the day. She has had little training
in this domain and begrudgingly accepted the responsibility because
teaching reading comes with the position. Mrs. Riley doesn’t love to teach;
the way she sees it, at least as a teacher, she’ll have her summers free.

Before visitors even enter the classroom, they can hear Mrs. Riley
screaming at two students who are talking without permission. When the
visitors arrive, Mrs. Riley is not happy to see them and begins to make
excuses as to why her lesson plans are not available for review. The lack of
visuals on the walls is immediately evident—no student work is dis-
played, no vocabulary words are posted. Her visitors take seats in the back
of the room and begin to observe the lack of activity. They look over the
shoulders of several students in the back row and surmise that the stu-
dents are supposed to be completing vocabulary worksheets on which
they circle the most appropriate word for a given sentence. This is one of
about 15 worksheets they are to complete. When students finish one, they
are instructed to continue to the next one.

Meanwhile, Mrs. Riley takes a seat at her desk and begins to write. It
seems as if she is grading papers. She glances up occasionally to see what
her visitors are doing (they sense that she feels they are invading her ter-
ritory) or to reprimand a variety of students for talking when she has
demanded absolute silence.

It would seem that this worksheet activity could only last so long and
that soon the students will be involved in the authentic task of reading, but
this doesn’t happen. Thirty minutes later, the majority of students are still
at various points in their private worksheet stacks. Some have given up
and laid their heads on their desks. Others are obviously angry because
they have been told to stay after school, the consequence for not being
quiet when instructed to do so. Because there are no lesson plans, it’s
impossible to know what else will happen within this 90-minute period.

Let’s proceed to the classroom of Mr. Benson, a fifth-grade teacher.
Because fifth grade is not departmentalized, Mr. Benson must not only
teach reading and language arts but all other content areas as well. When
his visitors enter the room, Mr. Benson does not notice because he is
actively engaged with his students. Discovering the visitors’ arrivals, he
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warmly greets them and offers places to sit. He then proceeds back to a
table where he is conducting a guided-reading group of six students.

What a difference between this class and Mrs. Riley’s! The walls are
replete with visuals that obviously support classroom instruction. One
wall displays content-area vocabulary words arranged alphabetically in
clusters. Student work adorns a bulletin board on the back wall. All stu-
dents are actively engaged. Visitors to the class immediately notice several
students sitting on a rug, independently reading books they have selected
from the classroom library. Three pairs of students are doing partner read-
ing where they can elect to read a paragraph or a page aloud or pass their
turn. They have been taught to read only loud enough for their partner to
hear so that they don’t disturb other students, who are writing at their
desks. They are all writing in journals, composing their own step-by-step
explanation for the process of long division. Three students are seated at
the computer, surveying the Internet for information related to an upcom-
ing social studies project.

After about 15 minutes, Mr. Benson engages all students in a role play
in which they take turns acting out their content-area vocabulary words.
The room is filled with laughter as students take turns selecting a given
word and trying to get the class to guess the word as they pantomime it.
The lesson plan describes a variety of whole-class and small-group activi-
ties that have students reading, writing, listening, and talking. This is a
classroom the visitors are reluctant to leave.

These are two classrooms in the same school but distinctively different
from one another. In Mrs. Riley’s classroom, students are engaging in the
artificial act of completing countless worksheets, in the hopes that this
activity will make them better learners. In Mr. Benson’s classroom, authen-
tic tasks ensure that students not only develop the ability to read, but a
love of reading as well. After all, students who do not choose to read are
no better off than those who do not know how.
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THE REAL ACT OF READING

I don’t remember learning to read. It seems to me that I was born reading
because I don’t recall a time when I couldn’t read. I was fortunate to have
been born into a family that valued education and the love of books. I was
surrounded by books, and from an early age relatives read aloud to me.
My family read and reread nursery rhymes and fairytales until I memo-
rized every line. Eventually, I began to read them for myself. One of my
favorite books was Millions of Cats. I don’t know why I loved that book as
a child because I grew up around dogs, not cats, but I fondly remember
that as one of the many books I treasured.

In the 21st century, there is good news and bad news. The good news
is that there are students who are just as fortunate as I was. They have
parents or guardians who talk with them, who read aloud to them, who
surround them with good books, and who offer them real-world experi-
ences that appear to translate into literacy. The bad news is there are also
those students who, prior to school attendance, have never been talked
with, who are not allowed to talk themselves, and who have never been
read fairytales, nursery rhymes, or anything else.

Here is better news. Despite the lack of early literate experiences, what
if students could enjoy the love of reading while mastering curricular objec-
tives and meeting or exceeding national standards? What if classroom man-
agement concerns could all but disappear because students would be
motivated and actively engaged in reading and language arts activities?
What if all of this could be accomplished with little additional expenditure?
If all of the aforementioned were capable of being achieved, would you be
interested? If so, have I got an answer for you! Continue reading.

If the single most influential factor in student achievement is the teacher
(Sanders & Rivers, 1996), then effective, teacher-directed methodology is
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essential. Learning style theorists (Gardner, 1983; McCarthy, 1990;
Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2000) and researchers (Hannaford, 1995;
Diamond & Hopson, 1998) are telling us that there may just be instruc-
tional methodologies that, by their very nature, can accomplish all of the
aforementioned objectives. These strategies appear to take advantage of
the way brains learn best and are mentioned repeatedly in the current
literature. There are twenty such strategies so important that by the time a
teacher has used them, that teacher has addressed eight of Howard
Gardner’s multiple intelligences and each of the four major learning
modalities—visual, auditory, kinesthetic, and tactile (see Figure 1).

Two books have already been dedicated to the integration of these
strategies into professional practice: the bestseller Worksheets Don’t Grow
Dendrites: 20 Instructional Strategies That Engage the Brain and the adult
learning text “Sit & Get” Won’t Grow Dendrites: 20 Professional Learning
Strategies That Engage the Adult Brain. This text is dedicated to the applica-
tion of these 20 strategies toward the way students learn to read and read
to learn. Whether you are teaching prekindergarten or SAT Prep, Grade 2
or Grade 12, you would be wise to avail yourself of the strategies, which
form the basis of the more than 300 reading and language arts activities
contained in this book.

RESEARCH RATIONALES

Although some reading and language arts chapters are obviously more
appropriate for initial reading instruction in the lower grades (such as
phonemic awareness or phonics), the majority of activities contained in the
chapters are either appropriate for a variety of grade levels and content
areas or they can be adapted and used across the curriculum. For example,
the vocabulary instruction activities can be applied to reading vocabulary
or used to teach vocabulary in other content areas.

What evidence exists that these brain-compatible strategies also work
specifically for delivering reading and language arts instruction? The fol-
lowing rationales suggest that there may be a strong correlation between
best practices in this field and the strategies that are delineated in the chap-
ters that follow. The strategies are highlighted in bold for emphasis.

Reading and Language Arts Skills and Abilities Are Best
Acquired When Students Are Actively Engaged in Learning
(Blachowicz & Fisher, 2002; National Reading Panel, 2000)

There is an ancient Chinese proverb that states the following:

Tell me, I forget.

Show me, I remember.

Involve me, I understand.
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This timeless saying insinuates that unless students are involved and
actively engaged in learning, true learning rarely occurs. By the time a
teacher has used all 20 of the brain-compatible strategies delineated here,
students have been told, shown, and involved. This includes the delivery
of all facets of reading instruction. For example, the Partnership for
Reading (2001) relates that the more students are actively engaged with
vocabulary over an extended period of time, the more likely they are to
learn the words. Blachowicz and Fisher (2002) and Towell (1998) concur.
They state that effective vocabulary instruction develops students who are
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Brain-Compatible Reading
and Language Arts Strategies

1. Brainstorming and Discussion

2. Drawing and Artwork

3. Field Trips

4. Games

5. Graphic Organizers, Semantic
Maps, and Word Webs

6. Humor

7. Manipulatives

8. Metaphors, Analogies, and Similes

9. Mnemonic Devices

10. Movement

11. Music, Rhythm, Rhyme, and Rap

12. Project-Based and Problem-Based
Instruction

13. Reciprocal Teaching and
Cooperative Learning

14. Role Plays, Drama, Pantomimes,
and Charades

15. Storytelling

16. Technology

17. Visualization and Guided Imagery

18. Visuals 

19. Work Study and Apprenticeships

20. Writing and Journals

Figure 1 Comparison of Brain-Compatible Reading and Language Arts
Strategies to Learning Theory

FM-Tate (Reading) -Original.qxd  4/1/2005  12:44 PM  Page xi



active, who personalize the learning, and who use multiple sources of
information to make meaning.

The same is true for comprehension. The National Reading Panel
(2000) describes text comprehension as purposeful and active. The tech-
niques and activities a teacher uses to teach reading should be relevant,
motivating, and engaging. Many of the activities in this book involve the
use of more than one strategy, but an attempt has been made to categorize
them according to the predominant strategy used.

Following are the 20 strategies and related research in support of their
use for teaching students’ reading and language arts skills.

20 Brain-Compatible Strategies

1. Brainstorming and Discussion

2. Drawing and Artwork

3. Field Trips

4. Games

5. Graphic Organizers, Semantic Maps, and Word Webs

6. Humor

7. Manipulatives

8. Metaphors, Analogies, and Similes

9. Mnemonic Devices

10. Movement

11. Music, Rhythm, Rhyme, and Rap

12. Project-Based and Problem-Based Instruction

13. Reciprocal Teaching and Cooperative Learning

14. Role Plays, Drama, Pantomimes, and Charades

15. Storytelling

16. Technology

17. Visualization and Guided Imagery

18. Visuals

19. Work Study and Apprenticeships

20. Writing and Journals

xii READING AND LANGUAGE ARTS WORKSHEETS DON’T GROW DENDRITES

FM-Tate (Reading) -Original.qxd  4/1/2005  12:44 PM  Page xii



Students Learn 90% of What They Talk
About or Discuss With Someone Else as They
Complete an Assignment (Dale, 1969; Society
for Developmental Education, 1995; Sousa, 1995)

Even as far back as 35 years ago, researchers knew that the best way to
ensure a student understood a concept was for that student to teach the
concept to another student. In fact, until you begin to explain a concept to
someone else, you really don’t know whether you understand it. Many of
the activities in this book afford students opportunities to use reciprocal
teaching or brainstorm and discuss so that during whole-class or small-
group discussion they can use higher-level thinking skills, increase com-
prehension, and make the learning their own.

Improvements in Thinking in
Art Precede Improvements in Thinking
in Other Curricular Areas (Dewey, 1938)

How often have I observed in classrooms only to find students, partic-
ularly male ones, doodling or drawing pictures that are in no way related
to the content being taught. Although students are often reprimanded for
this behavior, that talent can be utilized to teach reading. Having students
illustrate their vocabulary words or design a book jacket that shows their
understanding of the main idea of a story are brain-compatible ways to
use the strategy of drawing or artwork in teaching reading and language
arts. There are even studies that show significantly higher reading scores
for students who took arts-enriched classes as opposed to those who did
not (College Board, 2000; Gardiner, 1996).

In addition, the use of manipulatives to enhance reading and language
arts instruction is supported by the strong interrelatedness between the
hands and the brain. So related are they, in fact, that there is no one theory
to explain it (Jensen, 2001). We do know that having students sort vocabu-
lary cards, write in a salt or sand tray, or manipulate magnetic letters
facilitate learning.

When Students Go to Places in the
Real World, Solve Real-World Problems,
or Complete Real-World Projects, Their Brains
Are Placed Closer to the Reason for Which They Were
Created—That is, for Survival (Westwater & Wolfe, 2000)

It is this research that provides the rationale for why field trips,
project-based instruction, problem-based instruction, and work study
are such meaningful strategies for the brain. When students read related
literature before a field trip or locate pertinent information that will assist
them in completing a project or solving a problem, learning increases. In
this text, activities are described that will engage students in authentic
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reading and language arts tasks in which English skills are integrated in
real-world contexts rather than taught separately on a worksheet or in an
English textbook.

When Students Have Fun, Learning
Is Facilitated (Burgess, 2000; Pert, 1997)

Both humor and games, two of the most motivating strategies, are nat-
urals for teaching reading and language arts. Having students walk a path
as they name each high-frequency word written on the footprints or pro-
nounce each sight word as they move markers along a path in an attempt
to beat a partner to the finish line are both great ways to ensure mastery
through repetition. Towell (1998) relates that vocabulary instruction
should be as much fun as it possibly can be. She describes how riddles can
be used to introduce new vocabulary words for stories and can be a com-
ponent of thematic units in an integrated curriculum. After all, the humor
derived from riddles and jokes not only strengthens memory but the
immune system as well, rendering an individual less susceptible to disease
and illness (Cardoso, 2000; Pert, 1997).

Graphic Organizers Are Very Effective Strategies
for Both the Left and Right Hemispheres of the Brain
(Buzan & Buzan, 1994)

The majority of strategies on the list of 20 are brain-compatible because
they can be used to teach to both hemispheres of the brain. This fact is
important because both left and right hemispheres talk to one another
over the corpus callosum, the structure that connects them. No strategy is
better designed for this purpose than the graphic organizer. Semantic,
concept, or thinking maps as well as word webs are great ways to show
connections between and among content. Rupley et al. (1999) relates that
graphic organizers, such as semantic maps, semantic feature analysis, and
webbing, are effective strategies for actively processing vocabulary.

Activities contained in this book enable students to design an antonym
or synonym word web. Graphic organizers are provided that help to teach
and reinforce the skills of main idea and details, sequence of events, char-
acter traits and motives, and cause and effect. Students are also taught to
design their own graphic organizers to help them in comprehending both
narrative and expository texts.

Metaphors Enable Students to
Make Connections Among Texts
(Caine & Caine, 1994; Gregory & Chapman, 2002)

One of the best ways for ensuring that the brain retains new informa-
tion is to connect it to information that the brain already knows. People
who think in metaphors, analogies, and similes think at higher levels. The
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Miller’s Analogy Test is even used to determine a person’s ability to be
successful at the graduate level. Gregory and Chapman (2002) encourage
the use of metaphors because this strategy broadens students’ thinking
and makes it more likely that comprehension will be extended and
retained in the future.

Metaphorical connections are made throughout this book. For exam-
ple, when teaching the concept of main idea, an effective technique is to
compare it to the top of a table. Just like a table top needs support, so does
a main idea. Just as the legs of the table support the top, so do the details
support the main idea of the text. When I was a reading specialist, students
in my reading classes always understood this simile, and it helped them
understand the concept.

Mnemonic Devices, or Brain Shortcuts, Can Assist Students
in Learning Two to Three Times More Than Students Who
Learn Through Other Methods (Markowitz & Jensen, 1999)

DEAR (Drop Everything and Read) Time

i before e except after c

When two vowels go walking, the first one does the talking.

Teachers have always had ways to engage student brains in the mem-
ory of rules and principles for learning to read. Some of these ways involve
the use of mnemonic devices, acronyms and acrostics for helping the brain
remember key terms. In fact, the word mnemonic originates from the Greek
word mnema, which is defined as memory. Acronyms are words made from
the initial letter of each word in the phrase that is to be remembered. For
example, the word HOMES actually represents each of the Great Lakes:
Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, and Superior. Acrostics are sentences in
which the first letter of the concept to be memorized is reflected in the first
letter of each word in a corresponding sentence. For example, Every Good
Boy Does Fine actually represents the line notes on the treble clef, EGBDF.

When Both Body and Brain Are Actively
Engaged in Learning, Information Is Placed
in Procedural Memory, One of the Strongest
Memory Systems (Jensen, 2000; Sprenger, 1999)

I love using movement and role play to teach students reading and
language arts skills. Remember the Chinese proverb: Involve me, I under-
stand. The most powerful aid to understanding is active involvement. With
little effort, students can learn to act out vocabulary words, perform a
reader’s theater, form a simple or complex sentence, or move into a cause-
and-effect chain.

Why does memory improve when the body gets involved in the learn-
ing? Because the body places information in one of the strongest memory
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systems in the brain—procedural memory. Skills one learns when the body
is engaged, such as driving a car or riding a bike, are long remembered.
It stands to reason then that when students are standing, walking, clap-
ping, or jumping as they review or master content, their procedural
memories are strengthened (Sprenger, 1999).

Music Can Be a Powerful Motivator for Acquiring
Reading and Language Arts Skills (Towell, 1998)

Although music can change the state, or mood, of the brain and even
help to develop that spatial part of the brain that is involved when it is
problem solving or thinking critically, music’s major claim to fame is its
ability to help you remember. Whatever the brain is able to put to music,
it tends to recall long term.

Towell (1998) recommends music as a motivator for learning vocabu-
lary words or developing phonemic awareness. Songs and chants are ideal
for developing a young child’s recognition of the structures of sounds
in language. You will find activities in this book that teach reading and
language arts through song lyrics or that use rhymes, chants, and raps to
teach sight words, recall vocabulary definitions, demonstrate comprehen-
sion, or acquire language arts skills.

When Students Are Listening to Stories,
They Are Utilizing the Frontal Lobes of
the Brain to Follow the Plot (Storm, 1999)

Whether a speaker, minister, or teacher, anyone who talks to either
children or adults would do well to use the age-old strategy of story-
telling. When a good story is told, everyone listens. It would stand to rea-
son that a book of effective reading and language arts strategies would be
replete with the use of stories. An expanded use for stories is as a vehicle
for teaching skills and strategies. Following the reading of a story for
enjoyment, students could revisit the literature to do any of the following:
locate a designated high-frequency or vocabulary word, find the main idea
or sequence of events, select a complex sentence contained within the con-
text, or design a graphic organizer that depicts the main idea and details.
Stories connect information together for the brain. They have beginnings,
middles, and endings. They are sequential in nature and offer wonderful
tools for holistic teaching.

Computer Technology Can Be Used to Teach
Vocabulary Effectively (National Reading Panel, 2000)

101 Misused Words and How to Use Them Correctly by Learning Seed and
Survival Word Play by J. Weston Welch are just two of the programs that
incorporate technology as a means of introducing, teaching, or reviewing
reading or language arts skills. Having students research Web sites or cre-
ate a PowerPoint presentation to symbolize what they have learned in a
social studies or science chapter is most beneficial. Computers have even
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been found to be effective in teaching and reinforcing phonemic awareness
in young children. As a brain strategy, it certainly has its place. However,
if the task that a student performs on the computer resembles a similar
task on a drill and kill worksheet, then it becomes just another way to
simulate an ineffective practice.

More Information Goes Into the Brain Visually
Than Through Any Other Modality (Miller, 2002)

There are probably more learners sitting in classrooms today who are
strong in the visual modality than learners of any other type. Therefore,
anything a teacher can do to facilitate understanding of text through the
use of visuals is greatly appreciated by today’s brains. This may mean
bringing in a picture or likeness of a vocabulary word to be taught so that
students have a visual image of the unfamiliar term. It may mean teaching
students to use picture cues as they attempt to read and comprehend text.
It may mean surveying a content-area text book before reading a chapter
or unit of study and looking at charts, graphs, picture captions, and dia-
grams to ascertain some understanding of what will be read.

Because 95% of what the brain takes does not come in from direct
instruction but as unconscious learning, it stands to reason that even the
eight parts of speech displayed on the classroom door or the vocabulary
categorized on the word wall all contribute to the brain’s storehouse of
knowledge and information.

Another of the 20 strategies is visualization. Coaches find this tech-
nique helpful when they ask their athletes to visualize themselves scoring
the touchdown or hitting the homerun before the start of the game. The
same technique works for students. Proficient readers use all five senses to
form mental images which help them recall significant details in the text,
draw conclusions, and create interpretations of the text (Miller, 2002).

Both Long- and Short-Term Memory Are Improved
Through Writing (Hadwin, Kirby, & Woodhouse, 1999)

It is amazing that the things one writes down are more easily remem-
bered. It even appears that a person is more likely to accomplish stated
goals if they are written down. Writing is such a crucial part of a language
arts program that writing activities are not only part of each chapter in this
book, a whole chapter is devoted to it in the Language Arts section. It is a
skill that can and should be used in every content area across the curricu-
lum. When teachers provide students with opportunities to take notes in
short chunks of information, retention is facilitated.

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE

This book is divided into two major sections: Reading and Language Arts.
The Reading chapters comprise half of the book and are organized around
the major categories delineated in the groundbreaking Report of the
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National Reading Panel: An Evidence-based Assessment of the Scientific
Research Literature on Reading and Its Implications for Reading Instruction
(National Reading Panel, 2000). This report, commissioned by congress,
represents the panel’s comprehensive conclusions regarding the most
pertinent research on effective reading instruction in schools.

Reading is crucial to one’s ability to be successful in every other con-
tent area and should in no way be separated from language arts. Therefore,
the second half of this book is organized according to the following major
themes of the 12 Standards for the English Language Arts, developed jointly
by the International Reading Association (IRA) and the National Council
of Teachers of English (NCTE). The 12 Standards are as follows:

1. Students read from a wide range of print and nonprint texts to
build an understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures
of the United States and the world to acquire new information; to
respond to the needs and demands of society and the workplace;
and for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are fiction, nonfic-
tion, classic, and contemporary works.

2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in
many genres to build an understanding of the many dimensions
(e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience.

3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, inter-
pret, evaluate, and appreciate texts. They draw on their prior
experience, their interactions with other readers and writers, their
knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their word identi-
fication strategies, and their understanding of textual features
(e.g., sound-letter correspondence, sentence structure, context,
graphics).

4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language
(e.g., conventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively
with a variety of audiences and for different purposes.

5. Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use
different writing process elements appropriately to communicate
with different audiences and for different purposes.

6. Students apply knowledge of language structure, language con-
ventions (e.g., spelling and punctuation), media techniques, figu-
rative language, and genre to create, critique, and discuss print and
nonprint texts.

7. Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating
ideas and questions, and by posing problems. They gather, evalu-
ate, and synthesize data from a variety of sources (e.g., print and
nonprint texts, artifacts, people) to communicate their discoveries
in ways that suit their purpose and audience.

8. Students use a variety of technological and informational resources
(e.g., libraries, databases, computer networks, video) to gather and
synthesize information and to create and communicate knowledge.
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9. Students develop an understanding of respect for diversity in
language use, patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups,
geographic regions, and social roles.

10. Students whose first language is not English make use of their lan-
guage to develop competency in the English language arts and to
develop understanding of content across the curriculum.

11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and
critical members of a variety of literacy communities.

12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish
their own purposes (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and
the exchange of information).

Each chapter provides an explanation of the reading or language arts
category, summarizes the relevant research in the designated area, and
provides classroom activities that teachers can use to integrate the 20
strategies into instruction. In most cases, more than one of the 20 strategies
will be inherent in a given activity; however, each activity is categorized
under the strategy that is most emphasized during its implementation. At
the end of each chapter, an opportunity is provided for the reader to reflect
on the activities presented and determine which ones would be most
appropriate for a particular group of students. This would also be a good
time to decide which activities might be adapted for implementation
across the curriculum.

The last section of this book outlines five pertinent questions every
teacher of reading and language arts should ask when planning a lesson.
These questions will help to ensure that every lesson utilizes the strategies
and is planned in the most brain-compatible way possible.

Watch what happens to your reading and language arts classroom
when student brains are actively engaged in meaningful instruction. If you
could maximize reading achievement for all students—gifted, regular
education, and special education alike—while enjoying teaching and
learning and all at little additional expenditure, failing to do so should be
termed professional malpractice. In fact, the slogan from Nike advertise-
ments is applicable here—Just Do It!
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