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Abstract 
Good reading skills are an essential part of everyday life. This article presents 
two Finnish projects JEKKU (2010-2011) and LUKUINTO (2012-2015) that 
aim to enhance children’s engagement and success in reading. The research 
results of these studies are described in this article from three perspectives: 
reading skills, reading materials, and reading interventions. The main aim of 
this article is to highlight how helping children to read and enjoy reading is 
not complicated. Our studies show that children who are interested in what 
they read, and experience pleasure and success while reading, are provided 
with comfortable reading places and enough time to concentrate on reading, 
read more and become confident readers. The basics of reading skills and the 
attitudes towards reading are created in the early years, so it is important to 
concentrate on making these reading experiences more interesting and en-
joyable for all young children. This article is not a traditional research article, 
but collects the results of the two projects together and strives to give concrete 
tools for reading enhancement to all educators.  
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1. Introduction 

Children’s attitudes towards reading begin to form long before they become li-
terate, and their experiences of success in the early stages of reading may have a 
far-reaching impact on their later attitudes toward reading (Suggate et al., 2013; 
Tompkins, 2011). A child who does not learn to read fluently and comprehend 
different kinds of texts in the early school years may have severe difficulties in 
school (Bowyer-Grane & Snowling, 2005). Unfortunately, children with poor 
reading skills as first and second graders often continue to struggle with com-
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prehension in later years (Merisuo-Storm, 2010). This fact must be kept in mind 
when teaching young children, as the development of their reading skills in early 
years may have a long-lasting effect on their future abilities as learners. 

Several studies (Brozo et al., 2008; Chiu & McBride-Chang, 2006; Wigfield et 
al., 2008) show that engagement with reading and the length of time children 
spend reading for pleasure correlate significantly with their reading achieve-
ment. To motivate children to read we must find ways to stimulate their interest, 
bolster their confidence, and enhance their reading engagement. Children who 
have difficulties in learning to read soon begin to doubt their abilities as learners 
(Poikkeus et al., 2011). Poor readers do not enjoy reading and therefore spend 
less time reading than do fluent readers. Consequently, the difference between 
the levels of their reading skills becomes even greater and the results significant. 

International assessments like the Programme for International School As-
sessment (PISA) and the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS) show that Finnish children have excellent reading skills. However, Fin-
land shares a common concern with many other countries: girls outperform 
boys in reading. In every country assessed in PISA 2009, the number of boys in 
the low achievers’ group was higher than the number of girls. To close the gend-
er gap in reading performance, new ideas that aim to attract the interest and en-
gagement of young boys with literature and help them to find pleasure in read-
ing, are sorely needed (OECD, 2013; Välijärvi et al., 2007).  

It is important to find ways to encourage children to read and to understand 
the obstacles behind any reluctance of reading. These two Finnish projects ad-
dress this concern: JEKKU and LUKUINTO. JEKKU is an abbreviation of words 
Joustavienesi-ja alkuopetuskäytäntöjenkehittämisverkosto meaning Flexible Pe-
dagogical Approaches in Pre- and Primary Education. The JEKKU-project was 
implemented in western Finland during the years 2010-2011 and the data of the 
project consists of 563 children (267 first-graders and 296 second-graders). The 
aim of the project was to find new ways for teachers to meet children’s individu-
al needs and to increase the experiences of happiness and success of children 
(Merisuo-Storm, Soininen, & Aerila, 2012). The LUKUINTO-project means 
Bookish and was a national project conducted by the University of Oulu in Fin-
land. It aimed at innovations to increase children’s reading motivation and skills 
during years 2012-2015. Almost 15,000 children participated in different book 
projects (Lukuinto www-pages 2017). The Teacher Training School of Rauma and 
the Department of Teacher Education of the University of Turku participated in 
the projects as partners. Altogether 125 children and 6 teachers of Rauma Teacher 
Training School participated in our portion of the LUKUINTO-project. The 
children in the project were between 6 to 10 years. Juli-Anna Aerila and Tuula-
Merisuo-Storm worked as consultants and researchers in the JEKKU-project and 
Juli-Anna Aerila was a consultant and researcher also in LUKUINTO-project. 
These projects are complementary to each other, since the JEKKU-project con-
sists mainly of quantitative results of different aspects of reading, and the 
LUKUINTO-project of different innovative and practical reading interventions 
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in classrooms. Both projects were funded by the Finnish Board of Education. 
This article presents different perspectives in helping children to enjoy read-

ing more. The perspectives are supported by Finnish research but give concrete 
tools to the educators of all different cultures and languages.  

2. The Need for Good Reading Skills 

For readers, the most important goal is to understand what they read. They con-
struct meaning by interacting with text, using their prior knowledge and expe-
rience and the information that can be found in the text (Brozo, 2010). While a 
fluent reader deals easily with issues of word recognition, appropriate pacing, 
phrasing, and intonation, a non-fluent reader’s performance does not have all or 
perhaps any of these qualities. Rapid word identification and the construction 
and integration of meaning are essential in the reading process, however, for a 
non-fluent reader word identification demands mental capacity that would 
normally be dedicated to the comprehension process (Suggate et al., 2013). Only 
when reading material matches children’s reading skills does it allow them to 
both enjoy and understand what they are reading (Allington & Gabriel, 2012). 

Selecting reading material that meets students’ reading abilities 
In the JEKKU-project, we evaluated the reading comprehension skills of eight 

year olds and the results show that there is a great difference in children’s read-
ing comprehension skills. Altogether 291 students read a nonfiction text about a 
squirrel and answered questions related to it. Answers to the easiest questions 
could be found in the text, but when answering the most difficult questions the 
children had to make connections that were not clearly expressed in the text. 
The easiest questions to answer proved to be the two questions that the children 
answered by choosing correct alternatives from a list. More than half of the stu-
dents (66%) found appropriate synonyms for all three words, and an equal 
number (65%) found all three materials that the squirrels used when building 
their nests. The question, “What are the differences between squirrel’s summer 
fur and winter fur?” indicates that there are more than one difference. Still, less 
than a third of the students (30%) mentioned both (colour and thickness). To 
answer the most difficult questions the students needed to make connections 
that were not clearly expressed in the text. They were asked: “Where are the 
seeds of a pine and fir tree?” and “Why does the squirrel hide its food?” Only 
15% of girls and 11% of boys answered the question about the seeds and 27% of 
girls and 19% of boys the question about the food correctly (Merisuo-Storm & 
Soininen, 2012).  

These results highlight the differences in reading skill already in early ages. It 
is essential to provide young readers with interesting reading material that meets 
their reading abilities. If readers are interested in the content, they want to un-
derstand it, which will in turn, stimulate processes that are important in com-
prehension, such as making inferences based on the text and on readers’ pre-
vious knowledge. However, young readers should learn to use appropriate com-
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prehension strategies in different reading situations like previewing, activating 
prior knowledge, predicting, making connections, monitoring, organizing, 
summarizing, questioning, and visualizing (Merisuo-Storm & Soininen, 2016a). 
These strategies are necessary because they can supply access to knowledge that 
is beyond young readers’ personal experience (McLaughlin, 2006; Stahl, 2004). 

When struggling readers read, their poor mechanical reading skills may de-
mand all their mental capacity. Reading comprehension skills can improve when 
they listen to the teacher reading. The teacher’s fluent reading helps them to 
concentrate on the interpretation and metacognitive details that the text de-
mands (Damber, 2015; Jacobs et al., 2000). In LUKUINTO-project eighth-graders 
read children’s literature several times a week to first-graders. Our observations 
during this one-month experiment and interviews with the students indicate 
that these exercises benefit both the older and younger children. Those 
eighth-graders who still have poor reading skills had opportunities to read books 
that were not as difficult as the texts they usually read at school. During the 
project their self-confidence was stronger than when reading to their own class-
mates. The first-graders, meanwhile, had the opportunity to listen to stories read 
by more advanced readers, discuss the stories with them, and have the undivided 
attention of an older student (Aerila & Merisuo-Storm, 2017). 

Children are willing to undertake demanding tasks if they are in an environ-
ment which supports them, individually. Motivation and achievement beliefs are 
especially important when tasks become more challenging. However, the moti-
vation of those students whose skills are well developed may decrease if they 
regularly have to do exercises that are too easy or too difficult for them (Geor-
giou et al., 2010). 

Giving children experiences of success while reading 
The results of the JEKKU-project show a strong interdependence between 

first- and second-graders’ reading skills, their attitudes towards reading and 
studying, and their self-esteem. The results revealed that children who had a 
positive attitude towards reading also enjoyed studying. There was a strong cor-
relation between students’ self-esteem, reading attitudes, and reading compre-
hension skills; those with good self-esteem had positive attitudes towards read-
ing and good reading comprehension skills. The results suggest that good 
self-esteem is even more closely related to attitudes towards studying for boys, 
than for the girls (Merisuo-Storm & Soininen, 2012). As important as it is for 
first- and second-graders to acquire good reading skills, it is entirely possible 
that learning to read has positive effects on self-esteem. Students who are confi-
dent and happy with who they are, tend to get along well with other children and 
enjoy studying.  

It is important to provide reluctant readers with experiences of success while 
reading and to help make the learning process positive and motivating. Children 
who have difficulties in literacy learning, experience anxiety during reading as-
signments (Poikkeus et al., 2011). Reading aloud in class appears to be a task that 
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frightens students, even skilled and eager readers. The results in JEKKU-project 
showed that in the second grade almost one quarter of boys (23%) and 12% of 
girls found reading aloud in the class frightening and embarrassing (Meri-
suo-Storm & Soininen, 2016b). It is important, that the teachers find ways to 
create safe reading environments in which all children can read without worry-
ing about the kind of criticism. 

A reading intervention known as canine-assisted literacy has proved to in-
crease children’s reading fluency and motivation, providing encouragement for 
struggling readers, and making reading fun for students in general (Jalongo, 
2004; Lane & Zavada, 2013). Controlled studies investigating reading skills of 
children while reading aloud with dogs report improved reading comprehension 
in the students reading to a dog (Le Roux, Swartz, & Swartz, 2014). Recent stu-
dies suggest an increase of a hormone, oxytocin present during the hu-
man-animal bond that promotes positive mood, trust, and social interaction in-
cluding communication (Fine, 2011; Gee et al., 2017). In such an animal-assisted 
activity children read to an animal, typically a specially trained dog. Children 
who feel uncomfortable when reading to adults or to other children are often 
quite happy to read to a dog, perhaps because the dogs do not criticize their 
performance or make them feel bad (Jalongo, 2012). Reading programs that in-
clude the presence of dogs have been investigated using pre/post measurement 
control-group designs (Le Roux, Swartz, & Swart, 2014). 

In the LUKUINTO-project, first graders were asked to read aloud with a certi-
fied reading dog during a school lesson. After the experiment they reported that 
it was easier than reading to another child or the teacher and that they felt less 
agitated and nervous while reading. In their opinion, it was easier to concentrate 
on reading because the dog listened patiently and allowed them to proceed at 
their own pace. The children enjoyed spending time with an animal because they 
did not usually have opportunities to show their feelings or play during school 
days. All the children concluded that if the dog fell asleep while listening, that 
was a sign of a successful reading session (Aerila & Merisuo-Storm, 2017a). 

Allotting time for simply reading at school 
In JEKKU-project, almost all first- and second-graders (93% in both cases) 

reported liking reading books and enjoying visits to the library (Merisuo-Storm 
& Soininen, 2013). Most children value reading and would read more if they had 
time (Ivey & Broaddus, 2001). However, as children get older, they become en-
gaged in extra-curricular activities and it becomes more challenging to find time 
for reading at home. Reading at schools is an important means of ensuring equal 
opportunity for all students. It is important to give students enough time for 
simply reading at school and offer frequent opportunities to visit the library. If 
we want children to read, we should have them actually read rather than per-
form a variety of tasks (Allington & Gabriel, 2012).  

In Finnish schools, children are often encouraged to read if they have time af-
ter they have finished their assignments. This is an effective practice for ad-
vanced readers but struggling and reluctant readers seldom have that time or 
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may not want to find the time to read, if they want to read at all. Nice reading 
locations nurture feelings of pleasure in reading. In the LUKUINTO-project, we 
decided to invest more time in reading. At the beginning of the experiment, we 
investigated second-graders’ opinions about appropriate and comfortable read-
ing places. They reported wanting a quiet, comfortable place where they could 
concentrate. The children tested four physical settings: the first reading venue 
was a traditional classroom, where children sat at tables while reading. The 
second venue was a classroom with a sofa, armchairs, soft rugs, and table lamps, 
and students were allowed to choose where to read. The third room had soft pil-
lows on the floor, while the fourth was furnished with very large cardboard box-
es converted into “cottages” with doors and windows that could accommodate 
two readers each. The overwhelming favorite was the cardboard-box cottages, 
while they liked the ordinary classroom least (Figure 1). The children empha-
sized that being able to choose their reading place was important because a place 
without distractions helped them concentrate on reading (Aerila et al., 2015). 

3. Versatile Reading Material Is Essential 

Not all children like reading the same books. It is especially important that 
struggling readers find the topic of a text interesting. Therefore, it is essential to 
offer a wide range of reading material on various topics with different levels of 
difficulty and literary genres. Teachers should also consider reading texts that 
are not commonly part of the school setting; it may be that a boy who dislikes 
reading at school quite happily uses reading for many purposes outside school 
and feels more able to read texts that he has selected himself (Brozo, 2002). 
 

 
Figure 1. Reading time in a cardboard box “reading cottage”. 
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Do not force all students to read the same books 
We must keep in mind that although adults tend to use book types or genres 

as the main criteria when selecting books for children, it is more important that 
books appeal to them and are connected to their interests. Even in the first 
grade, it is already necessary to teach children to think critically about what they 
read and help them appreciate the benefits of reading both fiction and nonfic-
tion (Aerila & Merisuo-Storm, 2016). Child-centered approaches include offer-
ing student’s choices within a wide range of genres and formats, levels and topics 
of what they read. Wilkinson (2003) and Weigel et al. (2006) suggest that adults 
should put aside their own preconceptions of what books are good reading ma-
terial and not force children into narrow definitions of what books are suitable 
and worth reading for them. Chapman et al. (2007) emphasise that children 
need a varied genre selection even in the early school years; narratives provide 
them with stories and demonstrate the power of creativity, while histories expose 
them to their cultural patrimony. While fiction nurtures children’s identities and 
imagination, nonfiction develops children’s knowledge of the world and en-
hances their language and comprehension skills. 

Chapman et al. (2007) examined what kind of books Canadian first-graders 
prefer to read. The results showed no differences in girls’ and boys’ choices, and 
both genders were equally interested in fictional and nonfiction books. The cri-
teria the students used included attractive illustrations, an interesting topic, and 
humour. When the students were asked to choose books for another boy and 
girl, they chose narrative books for girls and nonfiction for boys, suggesting that 
first-graders had already formed gender-stereotyped opinions of the books that 
boys and girls like to read, even though their own interests were not consistent 
with those stereotypes.  

We wanted to replicate the experiment in two first- and two second-grade 
classes in Finland, for which we chose five pairs of books. In each pair, there was 
a narrative book and a nonfiction book on the same theme: squirrels, mummies, 
spies, elephants, and outer space. The results of our study were similar to what 
Chapman et al. found; there was no difference in girls’ and boys’ favorites when 
choosing books for themselves; both genders tended to choose nonfiction books. 
However, when they chose fiction for others, they chose fiction for girls and 
nonfiction for boys. 

Remember that boys can also enjoy reading  
Boys like to read books describing their favorite sports and other interests and 

show a tendency for reading historical fiction. Furthermore, boys often choose 
books targeted for older readers and books featuring characters they admire or 
with whom they can identify (Brozo, 2002). Whatever the topic or genre, reading 
material must capture boys’ attention: it has to be attractive, colourful, and dra-
matic and include interesting events, with characters featuring a certain level of 
prestige or ability. Reading fiction outside literature lessons can improve content 
learning. Literature can provide a meaningful context in which to develop ma-
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thematical skills, especially in early childhood education (Billings & Beckmann, 
2005).  

When children are allowed to choose their own reading material, many boys 
and struggling readers decide to read comics. Comics combine pictures and 
words, giving visual cues as to what the text is discussing and thus helping 
children to understand what they read. This genre is often familiar from the ear-
liest years of their reading lives. The pleasure from reading comics is associated 
with a feeling of ownership of the text, a feeling that gives a reader the confi-
dence to engage actively with different texts—comics in this case—and assess 
them critically. In addition, children like to discuss the events in comics with 
their peers (Norton, 2003; Viadero, 2009). In addition, comics improve child-
ren’s visual literacy skills, which they need to comprehend information they 
gather on the Internet, among other uses (McVicker, 2007).  

It is worth considering whether teachers could use comics as reading materials 
also at school. Even though many teachers hold the opinion that comics are not 
good literature, the Finnish edition of Donald Duck magazine received the 2001 
Language Gem of the Year award from the Department of Finnish at the Uni-
versity of Helsinki for its high quality and ingenious language. 

4. Reading Is a Social Activity 

Current research in the cognitive sciences strongly supports the theory that 
learning is shaped by social interactions (Cozolino, 2013). It is exciting to dis-
cover how teachers have at their fingertips ways and means of helping young 
learners cultivate and develop these interactions through activities designed for 
learning and sharing together with peers. Also the results of the LUKUINTO-project 
(Aerila et al., 2014) indicate that for many children, especially boys, the most 
unpleasant part of reading is sitting still and feeling alone. 

Offer students frequent opportunities to enjoy one another’s company (Grand 
Conversations) 

In LUKUINTO-project the second-graders read in pairs, with each pair 
choosing a book from a large selection in accordance with their own interests 
and literacy skills. In addition, they were allowed to determine the length of the 
text they read and the physical space in which the reading took place. The inter-
views after the reading sessions show that the children enjoyed reading in pairs. 
According to them, reading in pairs is fun and it is enjoyable to laugh together 
when the events in a story are funny. They also appreciated the opportunity to 
discuss with their partners, things like the reading experience, similar observa-
tions, and the general value of reading. The teachers’ opinion was that the best 
feature of the experiment was the relaxed atmosphere and the students’ feeling 
of togetherness (Aerila & Merisuo-Storm, 2017). Boys in particular could benefit 
from discussions in groups that consist of both boys and girls. It seems that 
when reading stories, girls are more sensitive and understand the personalities 
and feelings of the characters more easily than boys; they also pay attention to 
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the surroundings of where the characters live. The boys appear to focus their at-
tention more on the events of a story (Merisuo-Storm & Soininen, 2016).  

Reading circles or reading pairs are motivating methods to enhance children’s 
reading. Reading circles can be used as a part of literature discussions, as a me-
thod for the reading activity itself, or both. Reading circles appear to be especial-
ly helpful for boys, because some boys need an opportunity to discuss their 
thoughts to reassure them that they have understood a text correctly (Brozo, 
2014). 

Provide motivating and social ways to practice different components of read-
ing 

Reader’s Theatre proved to offer an effective method in LUKUINTO-project. 
However, the younger the students are, the more they need guidance and prac-
tice when preparing the performance. Most children who took part in Reader’s 
Theatre in LUKUINTO-project were in the second grade. The teacher supported 
the children’s performances by revising the manuscripts in accordance with their 
individual reading skills, by modelling the process of reading performance, and 
by giving the children props to liven up their performance. The children liked 
this reading method, even though some of them still had rather poor reading 
skills. After repeated readings, their reading became more fluent. In addition, the 
children value the Reader’s Theatre approach as a safe way to practice perform-
ing in front of others (Aerila & Rönkkö, 2015). 

At the Reader’s Theatre, the students prepare an oral interpretation of a text 
by means of drama or skits. The performance consists of the text, different ges-
tures and motions, and a limited number of carefully selected other elements 
such as props and stage art. The Reader’s Theatre method demonstrates how 
reading aloud enhances students’ reading fluency and comprehension skills and 
helps readers understand different elements of a text, such as the narrator or the 
characters. Repeated readings encourage the reader to focus on interpretation 
instead of mechanical reading. Furthermore, as readers act while reading, they 
pay attention to articulation, pronunciation, fluency, and any mental images that 
may arise (Black & Stave, 2007; Goodson & Goodson, 2005). 

Enhance family literacy and a positive appreciation of reading at home 
In the LUKUINTO-project third-graders and their parents were asked to 

write about their children’s experiences in reading and learning to read. The 
children’s attitudes towards reading and learning to read were mainly positive. 
The children’s most positive experiences were related reading with fathers or 
grandfathers. We decided to invite their fathers and grandfathers to school to 
read (Aerila & Merisuo-Storm, 2017). 

There were significant differences between these reading sessions. Several 
readers chose to let the teacher decide what they would read, then read it with-
out preparing their performance in any way and left after the reading. They 
chose the reading material carefully and explained why they had decided to read 
this particular book. In addition, they discussed the theme of the book and the 
contents of the story with the children. The children whose family members 
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were present were happy about the experiment, while others hoped that the 
project would continue so that their family members could also take part. There 
were several memorable reading sessions. In one of them, a grandfather read 
sports news about the local ice hockey team to a group of boys and talked with 
them about his ideas about ice hockey and the importance of newspapers 
(Figure 2) (Aerila & Merisuo-Storm, 2017). 

Family literacy includes combining parents, children, and formal education, 
and it can positively affect the amount of reading at home (Timmons & Pelletier, 
2015). The parents and grandparents in our project were surprised at how en-
thusiastically the children listened to their reading. This gave them confidence in 
their efforts to support the development of their children’s literacy skills (Aerila 
& Merisuo-Storm, 2017), Padak and Rasinski (2008) present explicit and simple 
guidelines to enhance family literacy, from how to choose reading material to 
what kind of reading techniques can be employed. It is vital to remember that 
reading is a reciprocal activity: sometimes the adult reads and the child listens, 
and sometimes the roles are reversed. Shared book reading should also include 
discussions, comments, and questions about the text.  

Activate the interpretation of literature  
The results of JEKKU-project show that even in the first grade, children may 

regard doing exercises during literacy lessons as unpleasant chores; this was es-
pecially true of the boys. One quarter of the boys (24%) in the first grade and 
one third (33%) of the boys in the second grade reported that they “hated” doing 
these exercises. Similarly, they often had negative opinions about homework. 25% of 
first-grade and 25% of second-grade boys “hated” homework; they did not want to 
do tasks that they did not consider meaningful (Merisuo-Storm & Soininen, 2012). 
 

 
Figure 2. A grandfather reading sports news to children. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2017.815171


J.-A. Aerila, T. Merisuo-Storm 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2017.815171 2495 Creative Education 
 

It is important to ensure that reading in school does not simply become com-
pleting assignments. Even if many students’ attitudes towards traditional 
fill-in-the-blank or short-answer response tasks are negative, they are more mo-
tivated to read if reading has a clear goal. 

Activating assignments and students’ collaboration enhance their reflections 
upon and interpretation of reading. Different forms of arts combined with lite-
rature have proved to meet the needs of reluctant readers particularly well (Bro-
zo, 2002; Molloy, 2007; Wilhelm, 2008). Different assignments completed in 
small groups can aim at concrete outcomes. We have successfully used litera-
ture-based individual story endings (ISE) as assignments. ISE means creating a 
personal story ending to a fragment of a fictional text. It is an activity that can be 
implemented through various art-based approaches in different modes: drama-
tizing, writing a story, drawing, or making a short movie. The aim is to produce 
a text that accords with the original text in terms of substance and style (Aerila & 
Rönkkö, 2015). 

When implementing ISE as a pedagogical approach, it is important to obey a 
few guidelines. The original story must be cut off at a turning point in the plot, 
and the teacher should not offer any clues as to how the students should proceed 
or which details in the story matter the most. In short, the closer the students’ 
endings resemble the ending of the original story, the more skillfully they have 
been able to infer from clues provided in the text how the story is likely to end. 
In our studies, we have also used follow-up stories as a tool for visualizing child-
ren’s values and content knowledge. The results of using ISE as a pedagogical 
approach indicate that children enjoy inventing personal story endings, com-
paring them, and having discussions about them. Because children’s story end-
ings visualise their thoughts, the lessons become more child-centred (see e.g. 
Aerila & Rönkkö, 2015). 

5. Conclusion 

By offering multiple means of engagement and interaction, utilizing interesting 
books at appropriate levels for all, young readers can continue to enjoy reading 
and discover enjoyable, meaningful ways to develop their reading skills. Variety 
and choice of interaction with reading materials, and social activities such as 
reading circles, Readers Theatre, reading with peers, reading in pairs, and read-
ing aloud to a dog, have been shown to stimulate motivation to read and to help 
sustain interest.  

The results of the JEKKU-project show that there is strong interdependence 
between first- and second-graders’ reading skills, attitudes towards reading and 
studying, and self-esteem. Students with good self-esteem have positive attitudes 
towards reading and develop good reading skills. In addition, good self-esteem is 
even more closely related to boys’ attitudes towards reading and studying than it 
is for girls.  

However, even children with good reading skills may be nervous if they are 
asked to read aloud in class. In the LUKUINTO-project, we found two effective 
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solutions to this problem. First, when older students are able to read to younger 
students, they have opportunities to read books that are not as difficult as the 
books they are typically assigned in their own classes, and the younger students 
do not criticize their reading, strengthening the older readers’ self-confidence as 
readers. Second, children find animals to be much easier listeners than other 
students or teachers. They listen patiently and quietly, without judgment, even if 
the reader reads slowly, makes mistakes, and reads the same text several times. 
All students enjoy reading with a dog.  

Another way to give students more reading practice is the Reader’s Theatre 
method. During repeated readings while rehearsing the performances for the 
reader’s theatre, the students’ reading becomes more fluent. Furthermore, read-
ing circles and reading in pairs provide each student with more practice in read-
ing than reading in the classroom alone. Students enjoy reading with a peer, 
laughing together when the events in the story are funny, and discussing their 
reading experiences. Furthermore, the discussions with girls may help boys to 
become more sensitive readers and begin to understand the personalities and 
feelings of the characters more fully.  

The grandfathers’ and fathers’ visits to schools are advantageous in, at least, 
two ways. First, the children enjoyed these readings immensely and the grand-
fathers and fathers gave the boys a model of a male reader. For instance, in our 
study one grandfather succeeded in convincing the boys—all children of the In-
ternet age—that newspapers were worth reading. Second, the visits proved to be 
an excellent means of enhancing family literacy. The shared book readings in-
clude the elements of dialogic reading such as discussions, comments, and ques-
tions about the text. Reading at school gave the grandparents and fathers the 
confidence and encouragement to continue readings of this kind at home and 
how to put it in practice there.   

Additionally, teachers should discuss the texts that are read with children 
more often. The results of our reading comprehension tests in the JEKKU-project 
show that teachers do not spend enough time discussing what has been read. 
When aiming to develop children’s reading comprehension skills, teachers tend 
to rely on direct oral questioning, which usually produces correct but predictable 
answers, and do not encourage children to develop more elaborate questions and 
ideas. Even if the range of questions is wide and appropriate, the children’s role 
can still be too passive. Shared discussions about the texts help the children to 
understand a text as a whole, rather than as a combination of scattered details. 
However, if the discussions are based only on the teachers’ questions, children 
do not learn to think for themselves or find their own interpretations, in order to 
become more closely involved with the literature. 

The students need reading places where they can read without distractions. In 
the LUKUINTO-project, the children’s favourite places were reading “cottages” 
made of cardboard boxes. They were cozy places where the students enjoyed 
reading together with another child, showing that children do not need elaborate 
reading environments as much as they like privacy and peace when reading. The 
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children emphasize that being able to choose where they would read is impor-
tant because a place without distractions helps them to concentrate on reading.  

It is important to provide young readers with interesting reading material that 
meets their reading abilities. When they are allowed to read material that is rele-
vant to their lives, children become engaged readers. Children should also be al-
lowed to give their opinions when the teacher chooses reading material for them. 
Reluctant readers can be attracted to read if they themselves can choose or help 
to choose what they read. For instance, reading comic books can strengthen 
students’ confidence in their reading comprehension skills. Because boys often 
prefer nonfiction books, the teacher should make the effort to find fiction that 
contains information of interest to boys. It is especially important that the 
teacher discover what interest the reluctant readers; it is possible for reading to 
be enjoyed by all children. Teachers realize they can trust young readers to find 
what is appropriate for themselves. They will find the genre and material they 
love when a wide range of reading levels and genre are provided for them.  

6. Discussion 

Relationships are our natural habitat (Cozolino, 2013). Throughout the JEKKU 
and LUKUINTO Projects we described the presence of many factors that build 
relationships in a variety of ways. A key constituent woven in all the findings was 
trust: trust of students to make choices and trust in the teachers themselves, to 
listen to the children. There were many relationships: students learning in rela-
tionship with themselves (discovering the power of choice and developing their 
own questions and ideas), relationships with peers, with animals (reading to a 
dog who does not judge them), students in relationship with their teachers who 
see them as holders of knowledge too, students in relationship with engaging li-
terature and materials (in which they experience the trans-active nature of read-
ing itself), relationships with creative activities shared together, and relationships 
with environments that are comfortable and quiet, and relationships with read-
ing activities with multi-genre literature. We hope that these examples from our 
research may provide inspiration and encouragement for others in discovering 
ways to increase student engagement in reading and thereby the joy and delight 
in experiencing reading successes. 
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