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All Things Reading 

 
The Truth About Reading   
One of my favorite books begins: 
 

“The Law makes rebels of people who want to love and be loved. When you’re 
young, the life ahead of you is a pristine, never-opened book. It has that intoxicating 
new-book smell. You’ve just cracked the cover, the pages are white and clean, and 

you absolutely know there’s a grand story ahead. When you’re very young, you 
could be a cowboy or a ballerina. In the glory of youth, you and your friends are 
dread pirates, widely-adored pop stars, superstar athletes, gallant knights, or a 

queen whose rule is just and kind. Later, the fantasies fade, but the dreams become 
more focused. Maybe you’ll be the first human being on Mars, or the doctor who 

cures breast cancer. The story is whatever you want it to be, and you’re still in the 
opening pages of your great novel. You know, though, that the story will be great. 

You know you have a destiny, a purpose in this life. Some of those dreams are your 
own, it’s true. But some of those dreams, those hopes of destiny, are from God.” 

Excerpt from The Cure by John Lynch, Bruce McNicol & Bill Thrall 
 
And so it is with books. Books are dream-givers. Books are invitations to experience 
love and adventure and mystery and romance. A safe place to curl up, a familiar 
smell that compels you to linger, a vacation to a land you'll only delight in your 
imagination—these are the pages of a book. 
 
The Cure continues, a few paragraphs later: 
 
“We don’t stop walking, but we may as well. What toxin is this that can turn a wide-
eyed dream into a grinding drudge? It’s as if we all woke up one morning under a 

curse we couldn’t shake. We push on, one foot in front of the other, but we stop 
wondering why. The next thing we know, we’ve got rocks in our shoes and lungs 

lined with dust.” 
 

It's the same way, too often, with reading—and our children. Perhaps us, too. 
We don't stop reading, but we may as well. What toxin is this that can turn a wide-
eyed dream into a grinding drudge? It's as if our children all woke up one morning 
under a curse we couldn't shake... 
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And "The Cure" offers these questions, in response to the curse... 
 

“Here is the lie, in two parts: 
We do not see God as He is, and we do not see ourselves as we are.” 

 
I offer these questions, in response to the curse that is working to kill our children's 
love of reading... 
 

Here is the lie, in two parts: 
We do not see Reading as it is, and we do not see ourselves as we are. 

So this is where we begin, friends. As parents, we get to point out the fork in the road 
with our children. One sign points to a path that says, "Perform perfectly and life will 
work out." Another sign points to a different path that reads, "Adventure awaits—let's 

discover freedom, together!" 
 
Freedom is what this transformational journey in education offers to our children. 
And no one lives in freedom by themselves. Alone, we are all vulnerable to our blind 
spots—and the wisdom our journey has yet to offer. We need protection from the lies 
that tell us we are stupid and that we'll never learn enough to really "get it." We need 
protection from the shame that tells us "there's something uniquely wrong with you." 
And, we need help to learn all that we've yet to wrestle with—in truth, and love—not 
lies, and shame. 
 
Traditional education is bondage. To get help, we need a label. To need help, there 
must be something wrong with us. 
 
But God created Eve as a "help-mate." God says, "It's not good to be alone." We are 
wired to find deep satisfaction in being loved and loving others—not in our 
independent striving and perfection. 
 
So this is our challenge, in ALL THINGS READING and I predict "all things...." We have the 
battle before us—to redeem childhood. We have the chance to help our children see 
the lies and find the truth. Shame has been defeated at the cross of Christ; we get to 
daily remind our children of their true identity and remind them to put down the 
weight of shame as they are invited into the adventure of a great book. 
 
We get to help them know the truth about reading, because knowing the truth about 
reading will help them experience the truth about God... and about you... and about 
themselves. 
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Reading is not some tricked up contest to see how well you can figure out new words 
and make sense of things on a comprehension test. Reading is a feast with fine wine 
to be delightful and delicious. 
 
No one acquires a taste for feasting foods and fine wine on their own. The best 
affections are caught—not taught. 
 
We get to be the one who says to our children, "Follow me. I've got you, kid. I've seen 
this coming for a long time. I know this is a challenge and I know you've got a pocket 
full of doubts. It's ok that everything's not ok. It's ok that you're going to stumble 
sometimes. Me, too. It's good to be me, here with you. Adventure and love and 
mystery and romance awaits. We're not going to sit this one out. God has something 
for you and for me inside the pages of this book. Let's discover what it is—together." 
 
 

Grace Changes Everything: How It Can Change Reading 
 
I have a confession:  Reading is a favorite of mine! I love to read. And, I love to help 
children learn to read. Reading was my undergraduate specialization in college. 
Sitting next to a child—of any age—and helping them navigate ideas on a page is 
one of my favorite things to do. 
 
I wish I had the opportunity to share some of the miracle stories about children who 
had struggled—because of dyslexia, other neurological delays, poverty and trauma, 
and previously diagnosed learning disabilities—who learned to read... and to love 
reading! There is great hope. 
 
I didn't see very many miracles stories in my first 25+ years of teaching students how 
to read. I saw a few, but not many. I began to see the miracles when I applied my 25+ 
years of observation of children in a variety of educational settings into real research 
about how children learn to struggle well, and how we can help them push through 
struggle in love, not fear. 
 
My teaching methods changed when I experienced the original good news of grace 
in my own life. You've probably all heard the idea, "Grace changes everything.” It 
does!  When I began to trust love to have its effect in my life, I began to ask new 
questions about teaching children. 
 
Because grace changes everything—we get to look at life and ask, “How does grace 
change ____?” 
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How does grace change  

• me? 
• my relationship with God? 
• my relationship with you—and others? 
• the way I compare myself with others? 
• my purpose? 
• the way I engage with struggle? 
• the way I relate with a child who is struggling? 
• the way we teach children to read? 

 
If you've been a student of grace for very long, you know that we are no longer 
sinners, striving to become a saint—we are now saints, who sometimes sin. You know 
that we have a new shame free identity and that this gift is free because we trust the 
finished work of Jesus on the cross.  
 
So, now, life is different. No longer do we spend our days comparing ourselves to 
others because we're trying to be good. Instead, we spend our days on purpose, 
experiencing the love of God, and sharing His love with others. Grace changes the 
objective of our days—and yes, even our school days—from "perform and compare" 
to "trust and learn." Grace changes our role as parents from simply "teacher" to 
"leader."  We stand in the place of a shepherd for our sheep.  
 
Leading includes teaching, but teaching does not always include leading.  
 

Leading puts the weight of the responsibility of learning on the leader. 
Too often, teaching puts the weight of the responsibility of learning on the child. 

 
The shepherd doesn’t protect the sheep from struggle or failure, but the shepherd 
does protect the sheep from danger—and the shame that comes from failure... and 
the lies that come from struggle. The shepherd never leaves the sheep in failure. If 
one sheep is lost, it’s the responsibility of the shepherd. The responsibility of the 
sheep is to listen to His voice. 
 
A sheep is not behind—the pace of the journey is the responsibility of the shepherd. 
The strength of the sheep is the responsibility of the shepherd. The relationship with 
the sheep is the responsibility of the shepherd. If this description sounds a bit 
strong—or perhaps overwhelming, consider our own relationship with God. I am not 
behind. Neither are you. The pace of our journey is the responsibility of our Shepherd. 
Our strength is the responsibility of the Shepherd. Our relationship with the Shepherd 
is based on our trust, in response to His love. 
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God is always the initiator in relationship. We are always the responder in 
relationship. He is our leader. We are His followers. Any other order is out of order. Our 
part is to hear His voice... and follow His lead. Trust... and obey. Trust... and follow me. 
Trust... and grow strong. Trust... and find protection. Trust... and live in freedom. Trust... 
and learn. Trust... and find purpose. 
 

So, let's think again about the two triangles. In traditional 
education, the teacher sits above and gives assignments to 
the student in reading. She tells the student to read—perhaps 
aloud, or silently. If the child is reading silently, the teacher 
has no idea if he is reading accurately or not. The teacher 
also assigns questions to answer. She evaluates the reading 
and the answers and gives a grade. The grades are 
compared to a standard, and based on other people's 

grades, the child is told they are perfect... or some version of less than perfect. 
 
Grace changes everything. In transformational education, the 
subject (reading) sits above... like a vine. The teacher sits side by 
side with the child, leading him in the art of abiding. The teacher 
offers great books and models delight in the story and in the 
child, while they are together. The teacher says, "Follow me." Then 
she reads a sentence and the child reads the same sentence in 
the same way the teacher did. Soon the teacher can read more 
than one sentence because the child can read more, too. This is 
called echo reading.  
 
The teacher invites the child to "Read this paragraph (or page) with me." The teacher 
leads and the child follows, as they read the text on the page in unison. The child 
leans on the teacher to lead him through the unknown words—and learns. This is 
choral reading. Soon the child's brain has developed enough, during this abiding, to 
begin to read on their own. 
 
When the child is tired or afraid, or when the text is more difficult, the teacher returns 
to the familiar pattern of echo reading and choral reading. This is the way the 
teacher helps the child learn to navigate Science texts and History texts and great 
books in Literature and reading instruction in Math and Grammar. This is the way the 
teacher helps the child read the Bible. 
 
Our children don't know this is the way we are designed to learn. Our children only 
know the requirements for performing—and the pride or humiliation of a life of  
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comparison. We get to share this new life with our children. We get to offer them the 
freedom to learn instead of the bondage to perform perfectly. Oh, they will soon be 
performing quite nicely—and it will be in relationships of love and trust... and it will be 
in relationships of delight and hunger. We do not experience life by design in 
relationships of compliance where we are required to earn or to prove. 
 
This transformational kind of learning is an experience of love for you and your child. 
When we experience love, oxytocin flows freely—not cortisol. When oxytocin flows 
freely, child development is a reality. The thoughts we think today build the brain we 
wake up with tomorrow. Maturity happens side by side with real learning. "Love one 
another" is a brilliant plan. 
 

Surviving vs. Thriving: Habits in Reading 
 
I’ve long been intrigued by the distinctions between surviving and thriving, and I am 
reminded of a favorite prayer my friend used to offer every morning as part of our 
Ambleside morning assembly. 
 

"Lord, please don't let this day be a passing of time. Don't let us miss the goodness 
you have for us in this moment—in these relationships—because we're waiting for 

the weekend... or wishing for recess... or Fun Friday... or we're simply waiting for 
school to be over... or the work day to end." 

 
Those words, "don't let this day be a passing of time" sound a tone in my soul that 
resonates in hope and eagerness—instead of duty and dread. So, these ideas weave 
together about the habits of surviving and the habits of thriving. “Wishing for” or 
“waiting for" are such deeply ingrained ruts in our brains, formed in the life we lived 
before we became aware that the work of Jesus made all things new! 
 

Now! Right now! We get to enjoy new thoughts that 
literally change the old structures in our brains, 
because that's how we change our brain. When we 
trust the thoughts of the mind of Christ in us—and 
the Holy Spirit—these new thoughts are part of our 
transformation experience. (Romans 12:2) There is 
great hope! 
 
Let’s consider together the habits of surviving and 
thriving and what we want our children to 
experience in ALL THINGS READING. 



© 2019 John15Academy.com | Strengthening Families & Repurposing Education 
 

 
 
Survival Habits in Reading: 

1. Afraid to mess up, or read slower than other people, or not know how to 
pronounce a new word. 

2. Frustrated, in not an eager way, because you don't comprehend what you're 
reading... or at least, not all of it. 

3. Dread. How many of us have a habit of dread about things that God created 
to be gifts? Can I protect you from the lie that reading is something we must 
dread? Can I apologize for the way reading has been used as a way to grade 
your abilities instead of as a way to invite you to taste and see that the Lord is 
good? Life is an adventure! Learning is what healthy people enjoy not just the 
ones we think are smart. 

4. Counting. When we're in survival mode in reading, we count. We count our 
mistakes or how many mistakes other people make. We count the pages in 
the book or the number of pages we have left to finish the chapter. We count 
the number of questions we got wrong or the number of points we missed on 
the book report we had to turn in. 

 
Thriving Habits in Reading 

1. Afraid to miss out. A hunger to experience the adventure and mystery and 
inspiration and romance and history that great books have to offer. There is no 
fear in reading because reading is almost always done in safe relationships 
that help us when we need help. 

2. Frustrated, in an eager anticipation sort of way, like the kind of good frustration 
we might feel when we smell something amazing cooking in the oven or on 
the grill, and we don't have it yet, but we know it's coming! This kind of 
"frustrated" is the hunger of being fully alive. It is a hunger for deeper 
comprehension... that's more like a treasure hunt than a journey of shame. 

3. Joy. It's good to be me, here with you. Good books are meant to be savored... in 
relationship... with the author... with God... with our own unmasked hearts... and 
our souls... and with others who also savor reading. 

4. Lingering. Sometimes we hang out for a long time just on one page. The ideas 
are too rich to enjoy too quickly. The inspiration laying silently on the page is 
offering us a total mind shift, and we can see that the truth offered to us like a 
birthday gift in the wrapping paper of words in a book is going to lead our 
thoughts... and our lives... in a completely new direction, maybe even a 
completely new adventure. And we don't want to miss a thing. 
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What about Phonics? And Books for Beginners? 
 
Young readers need to spend a great 
deal of time learning letters and letter 
sounds. The study of phonics is 
foundational. Many good phonics 
programs exist, and I have witnessed the 
best results using the plastic letters and 
laminated letter boards available from 
AlphabetLetter.com. I suggest you 
purchase the letters and letter boards, 
and then schedule a 30-minute 
consulting appointment with me. In just 
30 minutes, I can show you 2-3 years’ 
worth of phonics practice activities to use 
with these simple supplies.  
 
The American Language Series is a complete early reader program for students in 
the Primary School and the Elementary School for Young Children. Readers are 
graduated and build on each other. Reader 1, Fun in the Sun, contains only words with 
single vowels and consonants. Reader 2, Scamp and Tramp, continues with short 
vowel words with consonant blends. Students continue with additional readers to 
build skills with silent-e words, r-controlled vowels, vowel blends, and digraphs. Each 
book contains over 60 stories that offer opportunities for young children to read real 
stories and build phonetic fluency at the same time.  
 

What Should We Read? 
 
An important question from an Academy Leader: 
 

"My question is, WHAT to read? I love book lists, but many of the books on the lists 
are just someone’s preference, not really good quality books but more like a version 

of eye candy. I really don’t love books with vampires and zombies and witchcraft 
and horror. That’s much of what is offered at libraries anymore." 

 
My response: 
I love book lists, too—and finding a good book list is kind of like finding a good 
grocery store. You can rely on the grocery store because it has most of the things 
you need—and still, you aren't going to buy much of what is in the store. 

https://alphabetletter.com/products.php
https://www.homeschooldiscountproducts.com/american-language-series/
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So, my recommendation is to find 2 or 3 good book lists that you trust and take the 
"good grocery store" approach. Look around at the lists and find what you need. Don't 
choose everything. Choose virtuous and nutritious books for your children. 
 
And this, too: help your children also learn the defining characteristics of a virtuous 
and nutritious book, so they can recognize one that is and isn't. More than "good" or 
"evil," which books do I want to have an impact and influence on my life? Help them 
learn to ask themselves “Why am I attracted to this book? Is it based on truth or lies? 
Is my attraction coming from my own shame story—or my own love story?" 
 
Which 2-3 Book Lists Do I Recommend You Start With 
Start with the book list included with your membership. Remember, you can look at 
the list for your child's age, and also check the list for children just a bit younger or  
just a bit older than your child, too. Here's a link to the page on the membership page 
that has the lists: 
 
I also recommend Sarah Mackenzie's READ ALOUD REVIVAL lists, available if you sign 
up for her emails. You do not have to sign up for her membership to simply get great 
book lists. Here's a link to her website.  
 
If you aren’t familiar with a book, how do you know if it’s a virtuous and nutritious 
book? 
First, let me point out that I'm not describing books as "good books" or "bad books."  
Our children need to know more than "good" and "evil,” the wrong tree in the Garden. 
The safe tree in the garden was safe because it was life-giving. We know it was life-
giving because God said we could eat from it as much as we wanted. So, I'll offer 
these questions to share with your children to help determine "virtuous and nutritious 
books" from books that are "less than." 
 

Skimming the book—or putting my eyes on just a few pages, do I find beautiful 
language in this book? Does the author respect me as a reader based on the 
word choices offered in this book?  
 
Skimming the book—or putting my eyes on just a few pages, do I find beautiful 
illustrations in this book?  Does the illustrator respect me as a reader based on 
the illustrations offered in this book? 

 
Looking at the back cover, front flap, introduction, and/or the first few pages of 
the book, does the story invite me to keep reading in a way that I trust? Am I  
 

https://readaloudrevival.com/start-here/
https://www.john15academy.com/stagefive
https://www.john15academy.com/stagefive
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curious based on truth and love? Or, am I curious based on lies or shame? If 
I'm not sure, who can I ask that I trust? 

 
If a book has been recommended to me by a friend on social media, is the 
recommendation from someone I trust to offer me something virtuous and 
nutritious? Or something less? Why am I attracted to this person's 
recommendations? Love or shame? Truth or lies? 

 
Would I want to read this book to my own child someday? Is it a book that 
would impact and influence their life for good—or something less than? Would 
sharing this book with my family or friends build trust in my relationship with 
them? 

 
What do I do if I pick what I think is a virtuous and nutritious book and, a few 
chapters into the story, I realize I made a mistake?  
This is such a gift. This is an invitation to demonstrate humility and repentance with 
our children. This is an opportunity to model these powerful words: "I made a mistake. 
I was wrong for choosing this book, and I'm sorry because I don't want anything I 
share with you to have less than a trustworthy impact on your life. Will you please 
forgive me?" 
 
Based on your family dynamics—and the book—you may want to pray a simple 
prayer together:  
 
"Father, please remove the impact and influence of the trauma in this book from our 

thoughts and emotions. Please restore any damage done in our souls and in our 
cells. Thank you that you are a God of redemption. Redeem our will to be reconciled 

with Your Spirit that lives in us. In Jesus' name, Amen." 
 
One of the greatest lessons we can offer our children is freedom to live in love and 
truth, not shame and lies. We get to lead our children in a life of struggling well and a 
life of recovery. Knowing how to recover is key. Without trust in God's healing power, 
we will live afraid of making any "wrong" choice. This is not freedom—this is fear. Life is 
an adventure—not a military march where every step we take must be perfect. The 
grace that saved us is the grace that continues to save us—and the grace that gives 
us the power to choose a life of freedom... instead of something less.  
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Good Questions Pair Well with Great Books 
 
The conversations we have with children about great books are as important as the 
books themselves. Mature conversations are key. I offer this excerpt from my book 
from Chapter Nine—and these sample questions. Please consider reading that 
chapter now. 
 

These questions are offered as examples. The list is not given to students as 
an assignment. They are used to guide discussion. One or two questions may 
be offered as a writing prompt. 

 
By design, good questions are offered as a gift to students—to help them see 
life more clearly. Questions can offer a path to truth, and a way of wrestling 
with it and digesting it. 

 
For the purpose of example here, I have inserted the names of Hester Prynne, 
Pearl, the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, and Roger Chillingworth from The 
Scarlet Letter. The questions can be adapted and used with any good book. 
Most lessons would only include the consideration of one or a few of these 
questions at a time, not all. 

 
1. What is (Rev. Dimmesdale) believing to be true about himself? What is he 

believing to be true about his friend/foe? What is he believing to be true about 
God? How do we know?  

2. What is (Roger Chillingsworth’s) motive? What evidence do we find for this 
motive?  

3. What is (Roger) afraid of? What is the evidence and effect of this fear in his 
own life? What is the effect of his fear on (Hester)? On (Rev. Dimmesdale)? 

4. What is the impact and influence of shame on (Rev. Dimmesdale)? What is 
the source of his share? In what ways is the shame evident?  

5. What is the influence of love on (Hester)? Who/what is the source of love? In 
what ways is love evident?  

6. What do we know about (Roger Chillingsworth)? What do we know about his 
integrity?  

7. What is (Roger’s) impact and influence on (Hester)? What is (Rev. 
Dimmesdale’s) impact and influence on (Hester)? What is hope in the story? 
Where is hopelessness?  

8. How does (Hester) respond to the wrong she commits?  
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9. What does the relationship with (Pearl) offer (Hester)? What does the 
relationship cost her?  

10. How do we know that (Hester) cares about the well-being of (Pearl)? OR How 
do we know that (Hester) doesn’t care about the well-being of (Pearl)?  

11. Consider (Roger) and (Arthur’s) relationship. Is it a relationship of freedom? 
Are both free to say “yes” and “no” in this relationship? What evidence do we 
find in the story of this freedom? (or evidence of fear, or codependency?)  

12. What is the impact and influence of (Pearl’s) relationship with (Rev. 
Dimmesdale) on (Hester)?  

13. Consider Hester. What is the evidence of his/her diligence? (OR habit of 
attention to detail, habit of considering others before him/herself, habit of 
exaggerating/minimizing, habit of truthfulness, habit of paying attention, habit 
of listening, habit of not listening, habit of carelessness, habit of blaming…)  

14. How does (Hester’s) relationship with (Pearl) offer her strength and 
protection?  

15. Who does (Pearl) trust? What is evidence of this trust? 
 
Conclusion 
Let’s return to where we began in a place of inspiration: 
 
Books are dream-givers. Books are invitations to experience love and adventure and 
mystery and romance. A safe place to curl up, a familiar smell that compels you to 
linger, a vacation to a land you'll only delight in your imagination—these are the 
pages of a book. There is great hope. 
 
A helpful resource: The Joy of Raising Children Who Ponder 

http://www.homegrownlearners.com/home/the-joy-of-raising-children-who-ponder?fbclid=IwAR3x69YWtl9bE9mbEw5dyaZYsH1Rj4LJrYbhh9cyv8Z0O6MajKhdK_yJjgw

