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How to sprinkle fairy dust on  
instructional reading 

Students love stories created from the imagination—fairy tales, mysteries, science fiction. 
Wouldn’t you love to bring that same magical charm to nonfiction reading practice? You can. 
Getting students to read and engage with the right nonfiction at the right time can spark an 
interest and motivate students to read more and grow as readers. 

By adding a little magic to nonfiction practice, you’ll not only guide students to greater 
reading growth, you’ll make a lasting difference in their lives. Engaging with nonfiction sets 
the stage for students’ lifelong pursuit of information  
and knowledge. 

Here are techniques and strategies to help make  
that happen. 
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Share your joy about reading nonfiction 

Is there a topic you’re passionate about and love to stay up-to-date on? Are you reading a 
biography about somebody who truly inspires you? Share what you’re reading about. Your 
enthusiasm will model what being an engaged reader is all about.

     Talk enthusiastically about different types of nonfiction. Explain how they can learn 
more about whatever interests them. 

     Give your students examples to begin their own reading quests, such as books  
about how airplanes are made, articles about sports, snowboarding, and other  
popular activities. 

     Explain how they can read about places they’ve visited or would like to visit. They 
can read about people, explore different occupations, and learn more about whatever 
interests them.

My nonfiction favorites and why I love them:
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Make nonfiction reading a part of your daily routine 

Students need to engage in more nonfiction, and at an earlier age, to meet today’s grade-
level expectations, and to prepare for success in college, career, and life. But when do you 
find the time? Here are a few ways to bring nonfiction into your routine. 

     Schedule a set time each week devoted to nonfiction reading. Put it in your class 
schedule and make it a priority. You’ll be glad you did. 

     Bring nonfiction reading into content areas. Studying fractions? Open with an article 
or passage on the history of numbers. 

     Discuss contemporary topics and local  
events, using them as a springboard for informational reading.

NOTE: The Renaissance® national database of student reading behavior shows that although nonfiction reading is on the rise, it represents less than a third 
of students’ overall reading. Adding nonfiction reading to your class schedule can result in big gains in student reading growth.

http://www.renaissance.com/
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See nonfiction as the ‘magic bean’ of vocabulary exposure 

You know students’ vocabularies will expand as reading practice increases. The more 
time students spend reading, the more words they’ll encounter. But the long-term effects 
of adding 15 minutes to daily reading practice are nothing short of astonishing! Adding 
nonfiction as part of independent, small group, or classroom practice can help your students 
achieve remarkable gains.

An average first-grade student reads about 15 minutes a day, and will read around 5.7 million 
words by the end of high school. A first-grade student who instead reads 30 minutes a day 
will be exposed to more than 13.7 million words by the end of high school. 

How reading impacts kids’ exposure to words over time Reading is a long-term investment in vocabulary exposure
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High-quality daily reading practice helps struggling readers surge ahead

On average, kids who 
read less than 15 
minutes/day are likely 
to encounter only 1.5 
million words 
during the 
course of their 
schooling.
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30+ minutes

18% 
of students

15–29 minutes

28% 
of students

<15 minutes

54% 
of students

All students shown began the school year in the bottom quarter of reading achievement. Kids who 
read more words, spent more time reading each day, and read with greater understanding pulled 

ahead to end the year meeting college- and career-readiness benchmarks for their grade.

Teen reading materials fall short of future expectations3
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Increase students’ mojo (motivation and joy) with more choices  

Students have many choices when it comes to fiction. They pick what they like to read, 
and often end up enchanted by a book series or fascinated by an author. Choice is a key 
motivator for inspiring students to read nonfiction. Give students ready access to your class 
or school library, and allow them to have a choice in selecting their own nonfiction books 
and articles. 

My various resources for nonfiction:
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Create a routine for connecting with students  

During nonfiction reading practice, take time to get to know your students so you can  
help them develop their interests. You won’t be able to connect with every student every  
day, but you can prioritize who needs your time. Here are a few tips to make the most of  
this special time. 

     Move from student to student, checking to see their nonfiction books are a good fit. 

     Show interest in their nonfiction choices. Ask questions to learn why they selected 
certain books.  

    Try to spend this time connecting with your students—no grading or paperwork. 

Other ways I can connect with my students:
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Share and suggest nonfiction that connects to students’ lives   

Students who read about something that pertains to their lives pay more attention and 
begin to develop a greater love for informational texts. Try adding to students’ knowledge 
or piquing their interest in a small but meaningful way. When students bring in their own 
experiences to what they’re reading, they become active readers. 

Notes on my students’ interests:
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Engage students in spellbinding  
STEM books   

STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics) books are a natural fit to nurture students’ 
love of informational reading. Yet, the Renaissance® 
national database of student reading behavior shows  
that only about nine percent of books read last school  
year were STEM books. Increase students’ exposure 
to STEM topics and you’ll improve the odds that more 
students will pursue STEM fields.  

STEM topics I teach or plan to teach:
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Nonfiction books and texts that support these topics:
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

57%
53%

read at least one 
STEM book 9% of all books 

read by kids

STEM books are

Source: Renaissance Accelerated Reader 360®, 2015–2016.

Kids typically read few books with STEM topics
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Source: Renaissance Accelerated Reader 360®, 2015–2016.

Kids typically read few books with STEM topics
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Motivate students by knowing what they love   

Did you know you can see What Kids Are Reading by grade and 
state? Renaissance® conducts the world’s largest annual reading 
survey every year. This year’s report analyzes reading data from 
9.4 million K12 students in 30,062 schools who read 323 million 
books and articles during the 2016-2017 school year.   
 
See insights on What Kids Are Reading:
Download the 2018 edition of What Kids are Reading, which lists 
students’ top picks in books and nonfiction articles by grade. 
Customize the report to see and create lists of students’ popular 
choices by state, reading level, and interest level. 

See www.renaissance.com/wkar.

Popular nonfiction based on my grade(s) and state data:
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

What Kids Are Reading
by the numbers

323 
million
books and
articles read 

9.4 
million
K12 students 

30,062
schools 

http://www.renaissance.com/
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Teach students the power of paraphrasing  

It’s not exactly a secret magic ingredient, but the effects of teaching students how to 
paraphrase can be profound. As students transition from learning to read to reading to 
learn, the knowledge they gain increases the allure of nonfiction. Teaching students how to 
state evidence in their own words increases their understanding. Demonstrate how it works. 
Share how it helps readers gain a better understanding of the author’s main idea or point of 
view. Here are a few tips to model paraphrasing.  

     Project an article or text and restate passages in your own words. 

      Then, project another text and ask students to paraphrase.  

     Bring paraphrasing into your daily routine whenever possible.  

http://www.renaissance.com/
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Captivate students by reading nonfiction aloud   

There’s something magical about hearing a teacher read aloud, especially one who loves to 
read. Pick a nonfiction piece you cherish, a certain book, passage, or article.   

     When you read to your younger students, you introduce them to books they might 
not yet be able to read independently. You also demonstrate the joy of reading to 
learn something new or interesting. 

     Reading to older students exposes them to new topics and authors. It also enables 
you to model comprehension strategies, such as visualizing, making predictions, 
previewing, questioning, clarifying, and summarizing. 

Nonfiction books I want to read aloud:
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Make nonfiction reading a social experience  

Book clubs are popular because it’s fun to talk with others about books. In fact, reading 
is more of a “social experience” for students than you may think. Have fun and celebrate 
reading during whole-class and small-group book talks.  

     Pick a few nonfiction titles and share a bit about each, or read the first few  
sentences or pages.  

     Create an area on a class or library website where students can post book comments.   

     Show students how they can use movie-making software to create short trailers.   

http://www.renaissance.com/
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Strengthen the learning process by helping students connect  

A human connection sparks motivation and ignites energy. Even a small connection can 
lead to big gains in interest and engagement. Making these connections can be simple. For 
example, when students are reading biographies, help them find common ground with the 
individuals they’re reading about. Perhaps a student shares a birthday, a common interest, or 
relates to an activity the individual enjoyed as  
a child.    

Sample conversation starters to build connections

     What fascinates you the most about this person?

     What did you find most interesting about his or her achievements?

    Do you see yourself someday pursuing similar goals?

    What do you think you might have in common?

     What was this person’s biggest obstacle? How did he or she overcome it?

  

http://www.renaissance.com/
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Teach students to be smart annotators  

Annotation has some BIG benefits for readers. It slows down readers  
who are speeding to finish, fosters connections, improves understanding,  
and encourages students to ask questions and find evidence. Here are 3 mistakes students 
make when annotating and how to fix them.    

     When students highlight everything: Show a page without highlights and one 
completely highlighted. They’ll see there isn’t much difference. Explain how highlighting 
is not a way to understand everything they’re reading, but a tool to remember key 
passages on a deeper level. 

     When students are inconsistent: Explain how inconsistency in making notes makes 
it difficult to flip through the text and find what they need. Develop a class system of 
annotation, symbols, or notes, or invite students to create one of their own. 

     When students don’t pull out key elements: Try “reverse highlighting” where students 
cross out everything that is not  
100% essential. Then discuss what is left. This helps you create  
a framework for pulling out key elements such as evidence, argument, and author’s 
purpose.

http://www.renaissance.com/
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Teach students how and why to focus on visuals   

Take time to dig into text features and students will learn to make them a part of their 
reading experiences. Help students understand how to examine the visuals to gather 
information, build background knowledge, and make predictions about what they’re about to 
read.     

     Use a projector or smartboard to display a visually heavy informational text for a small 
group or classroom. Point out how nonfiction is often supported by visual clues such as 
photographs, charts, graphs, illustrations, infographics, and maps.  

     Show students how visuals can serve as sources of key information and the starting 
place for questions. One technique is to ask students what they think the main idea or 
theme is using only  
the visuals.  

     Before students read, have them choose one visual feature. They’ll write down three 
pieces of information and three wonders or questions. After they read, they can return 
to that feature to discuss how their understanding has developed and what new ideas 
have come up.

http://www.renaissance.com/
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Assign students a persona from a nonfiction book   

Do you want to have some fun while encouraging students to read at a deeper level? Assign 
your students a persona from a nonfiction book or article being read in class. Ask students 
to indicate the importance of the event and how the persona would likely have reacted based 
on evidence from the text.      

Encourage students to read like detectives    

Place students in small groups and ask them to skim a nonfiction book or article for 
evidence to help support what they think the main idea or theme is. Afterwards, have them 
craft their own discussion questions.

http://www.renaissance.com/
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Help students experience text in different ways        

     Track the page: Give students a photocopy of a page and have them draw a dot where 
their eye goes first, and then a line that follows how their eye tracks the page. This 
activity shows students there’s no “right” way to approach text, and that spending time 
with text features can provide different experiences with the text.  

     Zoom in: Point out how text features help students break down information, giving 
the key points. Have students zoom in on one text feature at a time, covering other 
sections of the page. Ask students what they see. When they zoom back out, ask how 
their perspective changed.   

     Connect text features to structure: Look at nonfiction with various structures—
problem and solution, compare and contrast, chronological—and make lists of the 
types of text features that are most prevalent in each. Which text features help us 
understand problem and solution?

http://www.renaissance.com/


©Copyright 2018 Renaissance Learning, Inc. All rights reserved.   19

Introduce technology in different formats   

More students are reading online. Let them explore and discover articles that  
pertain to their interests. When students read printed articles in class, it doesn’t  
reflect how they typically digest information outside of school.      

     Introduce technology slowly and in different formats.  

     One week, read textbook passages from a smart board.  

     Another week, discuss an article students read on tablets  
or smartphones. 

Celebrate nonfiction every school day    

The bulk of reading we do is nonfiction. Informational  
text abounds all around us every day. More teachers are  
highlighting the simple, everyday encounters with  
nonfiction and informational text. 

Create a nonfiction wall of fame. You can display a lunch menu,  
a how-to book, recipe, magazine, instruction manual.
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More resources to spark K12 reading growth
See more of the latest insights on creating classrooms where students cherish reading.  
Watch a customized demo to see how Renaissance Accelerated Reader 360® engages  

students in personalized independent and close-reading practice. 

See more reading resources
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