
 “Mrs. Wilcox [the teacher-librarian] helps me find the books I want to read,” Jenna shares. 
“She knows I have already read most of the books the fifth and sixth graders read. So she 
always buys new books for me to read that are challenging and exciting!” And that’s not all. 

When prodded to discuss any other reasons why she likes being in the library, Jenna 
enthusiastically mentions that she likes to have “book discussions” with Mrs. Wilcox. 
“What are those?”, I ask. “Well” she pauses, thinking, “Mrs. Wilcox understands that to 
keep me engaged in reading, I need to think deeper about what I read. She helps me do 
that by asking me questions that I have to think really hard to answer.”  

“Does she do this with all the students?” I ask.  
“Yes, but with me and some of the other higher level readers, she asks us questions 

that are harder.”  
“How do you like that?” I continue. 
“It’s the very best part of being in the library. I love the “group think” time with Mrs. 

Wilcox because I love to read and reading shouldn’t just be about hurrying through the 
book. It should be about taking time to study what the book is really about.”

Not all advanced readers are as lucky as Jenna, who has a teacher skilled in chal-
lenging her reading abilities. Research has shown that the failure to provide appropriate 
reading instruction for gifted readers resulted in a decline in positive attitude toward read-
ing, especially in the higher grades (Swiatek & Lupkowski-Shoplik, 2000). Gifted students 
need differentiated curriculum that is tied to their interests and abilities in order to be 
well-functioning in the school environment. Schools that do not attend to the needs of 
their students run the risk of the students becoming apathetic, disengaged, and perhaps 
even dropping out of school (Archambault, Westberg, Brown, Hallmark, Emmons, & Zang, 
1993; Colangelo et al., 2004; Renzulli & Park, 2002; Reis et al., 2004).

Data from the Utah Advanced Readers At Risk (ARAR) program show that providing in-
struction to teachers about how to differentiate for reading instruction and the specific content 
to teach during that reading instruction made a difference both in the lives of the students as 
well as in the teaching abilities of the teachers (Hunsaker, Bartlett, & Nielsen, 2009). Advanced 
readers had the chance to read books that interested them and that were at an appropriate level 

of challenge for them, and teachers learned 
the strategies to use with these students so 
they continued to grow in the area of reading.

THE ADVANCED READERS AT 
RISK PROJECT

Jenna’s teacher was involved in a Jacob K. 
Javits Gifted and Talented Education Fed-
eral Grant. The purpose of the Advanced 
Readers At Risk: Rescuing an Underserved 
Population (Hunsaker, S.L., Odoardi, R.H., 
et. al, 2003) grant awarded to Davis County 
School District from the United States De-
partment of Education (2003-2007), was to 
provide appropriately challenging reading 
opportunities to those students who read 
significantly above grade level. Teachers 
involved in the project were recruited from 
Utah school districts. They were divided into 
two cohorts: Cohort I participated in years 
one, two, and three, and Cohort II partici-
pated in years two and three. Cohort I began 
with 30 teachers who taught fourth, fifth, 
and sixth grades. The 31 Cohort II teachers 
also taught fourth, fifth, and sixth grades. 
The project included teachers from both 
Title I and non-Title I schools.

WHO ARE THE HIGH-ABILITY 
LEARNERS?

As the program began, the teachers naturally 
wondered who these students were. Were we 
talking about the child who read voraciously 
and did not want to do anything else? Were 
we talking about those students who tested 
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well? Were we talking about the students 
who said they “loved” reading? What we 
found was that all of the above could be said 
about advanced readers. They may be the 
students who come into the library, sit down, 
and read voraciously. They may be the stu-
dents who wander around the library for the 
entire library time trying to choose a book 
to read. And, they may also be the students 
who continually ask questions about read-
ing, about books, and about the library itself 
that seem more advanced than those asked 
by the other students in the class. 

We know that gifted readers are early 
and voracious readers, have advanced vo-
cabularies, and perform better on reading 
assessments than their age level peers (Vac-
ca, Vacca, & Gove, 1991). In addition they 
use words easily, accurately, and creatively 
in new and innovative contexts and they 
perceive relationships between and among 
characters and grasp complex ideas (Col-
lins & Kortner, 1995; Halstead, 1990). There 
is also strong evidence that they may not 
benefit from conventional reading instruc-
tion (Catron & Wingenbach, 1986; Dooley, 
1993; Levande, 1999). They need to be able 
to explore books that answer their many 
questions, books that tease and invite intro-
spection, and they need to be encouraged to 
read what they love in order to continue to 
read. The teacher-librarian, central to all of 
these purposes, was an important partner in 
the Advanced Readers at Risk project.

THE FOUR COMPONENTS OF 
THE ARAR READING PROGRAM

The four components of the model are 
shown in Figure 1. Learning to Read and 
Reading to Learn have to do with the ac-
quisition of advanced academic skills and 
Reading to Serve and Reading for Leisure 
describe what gifted readers do as they 
interact with what they read. Two of the 
components of the model—learning to read 
and reading to learn—are designated as 
“academic” reading because they are pri-
marily applied for purposes of schooling. 
The other two components—reading for lei-
sure and reading to serve—are considered 
“active” reading because they are used ac-
tively for personal purposes. There is also 

a relationship among the components that 
exists along the diagonals where learning 
to read and reading for leisure are consid-
ered intrinsic because reading is for read-
ing’s sake, whereas reading to learn and 
reading to serve are more instrumental be-
cause reading is a skill for purposes other 
than reading itself (Hunsaker, 2002).

SELECTING BOOKS FOR  
ADVANCED READERS

How do we select books that have ad-
vanced vocabulary and content and yet are 
still appropriate for the student’s reading 
level? Jenna, at age ten, was ready to read 
very complex literature, yet the teacher 
and teacher-librarian had to work in con-
cert to be sure the literature she chose was 
appropriate. What then are the ideas teach-
ers and teacher-librarians need to consider 
when helping advanced readers find books 
that are appropriate for them?

First, books for advanced readers should 
have strong characters gifted readers can 
relate to and/or characters they can admire 
and emulate. In the book, The Watsons Go 
to Birmingham-1963 by Christopher Paul 
Curtis (1995), a Northern black family trav-
els to Birmingham, AL during the height of 
the Civil Rights movement and witness one 
of the darkest events in American History. 
The book is an excellent example of cour-
age, tenacity, and determination. The char-
acters are strong and their virtues are those 
we would want students like Jenna to emu-
late. As an assignment, students could write 
biographical sketches of these characters or 
compare and contrast what they see in them 

with their own life in today’s world. 
In the newly released, A Season of Gifts 

by Richard Peck (2009), the character of 
Grandma Dowell is intriguing. Her gutsy, no 
nonsense personality, fearless sense of right 
and wrong, along with her subtle sense of 
humor are fascinating. This book, the third in 
the series of Grandma Dowell books, is full of 
unique phrases and historical references that 
set the stage for excellent student- or teach-
er-led discussions. Questions about phrases 
such as “gray in the gloaming,” “I’m techy as 
a bull in fly time,” or “the silence fell upon 
the listening town” helps students explore 
the subtleties and nuances of language.  

Second, when choosing books for ad-
vanced readers, the language used in the 
book needs to enrich the text as it chal-
lenges, stimulates, and stretches the reader. 
Vocabulary that is new and challenging asks 
the advanced reader like Jenna to think, to 
consider the context of the sentence, and 
to discover new words. In Michael Clay 
Thompson’s 100 Classic Words (2006) he 
suggests exposing students to words like 
traverse, repose, lurid, superfluous, sagac-
ity, tremulous, wan, indolent, maxim gives 
them the background information they need 
to read more sophisticated texts. Jenna 
needs to be able to talk about the meanings 
of these words with her teacher and with her 
peers. She needs to use them in her writing 
and she needs to be encouraged to broaden 
her own vocabulary. The following from the 
classic book, Call of the Wild by Jack Lon-
don (1903) is an example of language that 
is rich and vivid.

Third, books that are appropriate for 
advanced readers need to involve plot that 
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is complex. It is often the complexity of 
a book that makes it most challenging for 
the advanced reader. Important questions 
to ask would be:

• Does the story present a multiplicity 
of ideas or concepts? 

• Does it warrant deep thinking about 
a topic that is interesting and important? 

• Is the story predictable or does it lead 
the reader to wonder, to suppose, and to 
imagine?

One of the most intriguing things about 
the book Tunnels by Roderick Gordon and 
Brian Williams (2007) is that the reader al-
ways encounters the unexpected.  The twists 
and turns in the plot keep the reader guess-
ing, wondering, and yes, reading! Explor-
ing these twists and turns, diagramming 
the rising and falling action, discussing the 
conflicts experienced by the characters in 
the story, exploring how the author brings 
resolution to these conflicts, and also noting 
the techniques used by the author to devel-
op the climax are ways to not only improve 
gifted readers skills in reading but also help 
them understand and improve their writing 
skills. 

Fourth, books for advanced readers 
need to employ a variety of literary devic-
es. Onomatopoeia, alliteration, assonance, 
flashback, forecasting, satire, irony, and 
hyperbole are examples teachers can use 
with advanced readers. Because of their 
cognitive abilities, these students need 
these strategies so they will think more 
deeply about the connections they can 
make to the text. Exposing gifted readers to 
poetry and poetry anthologies are excellent 
ways to introduce them to literary devices. 

In the rerelease of Robert Frost’s poetry 
collection titled, You Come Too: Favorite 
Poems for Young Readers (2002), students 
have the opportunity to explore the literary 
devices found in his work. As gifted stu-
dents read this book, they could be asked to:

• Identify the literary devices in the po-
etry;

• Create a new poem that expresses one 
of the key ideas in Robert Frost’s poem; and

• Analyze the poetic form in one of his 
works and write a new poem using that form.

Fifth, advanced readers need to be en-
couraged to read all kinds of literature—fic-

tion and nonfiction. They need to explore 
the world through books about geography, 
science, and history. They need to be en-
couraged to question, to wonder, and to 
find the answers to their questions through 
the literature they read. Internet resources, 
blogs, and webcasts may prove to be the 
best resources for advanced content for 
these students; however, libraries also need 
to include books and materials that are more 
advanced. The award winning nonfiction 
book, Freedom Riders: On the Front Lines 
of the Civil Rights Movement by Ann Bau-
sum (2005) is the story of two young men, 
one white and one black who boarded a bus 
in the south to aid the cause of civil rights. 
The challenges they encounter, the attitudes 
they find in the people of the south, and 
also the heroism they display in a time of 
great political unrest not only exemplify 
courage and commitment but also provide 
gifted readers with opportunities to con-
nect both fiction and nonfiction books to 
the history they are studying in school. Stu-
dents can explore the theme of “conflict” by 
both analyzing and comparing the fictional 
book The Watsons Go To Birmingham” with 
this nonfiction account.

Activities might include:
• Creating a multimedia presentation 

about the major events during the Civil Rights 
movement using examples from both books.

• Exploring the laws and court actions 
that we have today as a result of the Civil 
Rights Movement.

• Discovering how the political unrest 
of the 1960’s led to today’s election of 
an African American for President of the 
United States.

While activity differentiation with the 
same learning objective may require a 
teacher-librarian to provide appropriate 
information to the student’s needs (in this 
case potentially beyond grade level), ad-
vanced readers need to have this support 
to freely explore their interests. They also 
need to be given credit for the curricular 
concepts they already know and be given 
opportunities to focus on in-depth study 
projects like those mentioned before.

Sixth, advanced readers need opportu-
nities to read about events, situations, and 
circumstances going on in their world that 

interest them. Because of their ability to 
read material that is more advanced, they 
may have questions about local, state, or 
world situations that other students either 
are not yet interested in or do not under-
stand. The library provides a place where 
the world can come to the student. Read-
ing materials that support their desire to 
know and understand are important for 
these students. As teachers and teacher-
librarians consider books for the advanced 
readers in their classroom, a checklist like 
the one in Figure 2 might prove helpful.

HELPING ADVANCED  
READERS CONTINUE TO  
LOVE FOR READING

In the Advanced Readers at Risk project, 
we found that advanced readers do not al-
ways love to read.

Some strategies we have used with 
advanced readers either hold them back 
or do not help them to learn new things. 
Advanced readers need to be encouraged 
to read material that may appear difficult 
but will always expose them to something 
new. This also means they may need ad-
justments in when reading assignments are 
due so they can have the time they need to 
read more difficult selections.

For instance, accounting models for 
recreational reading—programs in which 
books, pages, minutes, or points are count-
ed, especially where such programs limit 
students to specific reading lists, do not al-
low advanced students the opportunity to 
select literature that interests them and is 
appropriately matched to their ability.

Jenna’s teacher used discussions, student 
interviews, and her own information on how 
Jenna responded to advanced questions to 
assess whether or not Jenna and the other 
advanced students were acquiring new read-
ing skills. By using strategies that helped the 
students acquire new reading skills, Jenna’s 
teacher was able to interrupt the declines in 
interest advanced readers typically show to-
ward reading. By letting students have more 
choice in what they read, by eliminating ac-
counting models, and, instead, finding ways 
to ignite the passion for reading, teachers 
and teacher-librarians in the ARAR project 
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were able to develop and maintain students’ 
love of reading.

The teacher-librarian partnered with 
Jenna’s teacher to focus on the joy of read-
ing. She read aloud to small groups of stu-
dents who were grouped according to their 
need and ability. The teacher-librarian 
worked collaboratively with the teacher to 
pique their interest with various books by 
giving book talks, by encouraging ques-
tions about the books, and by guiding the 
students to choose appropriate books for 
successful, challenging reading. The book 
discussions were always on various topics 
of interest to the students and the higher-
level questions like those shown in Figure 
3, were used to encourage the advanced 
readers to think at a deeper level. 

LIBRARIES AS HOME FOR 
GIFTED READERS

The library became Jenna’s favorite place 
because her teacher-librarian encouraged 
and challenged her.

Through the ARAR project it became 
clear teachers, gifted and talented special-
ists, and teacher-librarians need to work to-
gether as a learning community to provide 
appropriate instruction for the advanced 
readers in the classroom. Together they 
need to talk openly about the materials, 
books, and information needed to meet the 
variety of ability levels in the classroom. 
They need to discuss how the time spent 
in the library could extend and enrich the 
learning for all students, but they also need 
to work collaboratively to guide and direct 
learning for the advanced reading student 
so that, like Jenna, advanced readers know 
the library as a friendly, open, engaging 
place where opportunities are limitless.
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1. Don’t think they know everything. 
They still need to learn new reading 
strategies.

2. Don’t be afraid to challenge them 
to read difficult material.

3. Don’t force them to read books 
that are too easy for them. On the other 
hand don’t discourage them from read-
ing books that are easy for them when 
‘comfort’ reading is the goal.

4. Don’t make them count pages or 
time…doing this may lead to poor atti-
tudes toward reading.

5. Don’t use computer reading programs 
to track their progress or assess them unless 
you are willing to write a test for more dif-
ficult books they may choose to read. This 
may create a situation where they read an 
easier book just to accumulate points.

6. Don’t be afraid to group for in-
struction…whole group instruction does 
not meet everyone’s needs.

7. Don’t group them with students 
who are far below their level or make 
them be the group “teacher” for these 
students. They aren’t teachers!

8. Don’t be concerned if they some-
times make mistakes. Gifted readers 
aren’t perfect!

9. Don’t forget to involve them in 
sophisticated dialogue about what they 
read; use higher level Blooms taxonomy 
questions with them.

10. Don’t always choose books for 
them to read. Gifted readers like to 
choose the books they want to read.

11. Don’t just “assign” books; give 
them reasons to read books through 
book talks and other inviting book ac-
tivities.

12. Don’t feel they always have to 
defend their reading choices. Let them 
sometimes read something just because 
they want to read it.

17 Don’ts for Gifted Readers 

13. Don’t forget to encourage them 
to find the answers to their questions—
to research answers on the Internet, 
through blogs, and interviews. Teach 
them how to do sophisticated research 
at a level they can handle.

14. Don’t inhibit their quest for in-
formation. Gifted readers often want 
to find the answers to questions other 
students aren’t mature enough to ask. 
Carefully guide them to appropriate re-
sources for answers to their questions.

15. Don’t forget they need time to 
discuss their ideas, insights, and percep-
tions with their intellectual peers.

16. Don’t make them finish every 
book they start. Give them the right to 
decide that a particular book is not good 
for them.

17. Don’t discourage them from re-
reading a book they love. Even adults 
sometimes reread favorite books.
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