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New Rules for a New Game

By Dr. Lawrence Baines

For a lover of literature, the twenty-first century represents a dream-come-true. Today, through websites 

such as Gutenberg.org, Bartleby.com, poets.org, Google Books, and countless others, millions of books, 

stories, and poems are accessible and absolutely free to anyone—24 hours a day, 7 days per week. With 

devices such as the Kindle and Nook, the latest literary works can be delivered silently and effortlessly in 
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Estimates are that adolescents receive more than 3,000 externally-generated messages (texts, emails, ads, 

commercials, etc…) per day.10
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somewhat related to the development of the intellect—reading and relaxing/thinking. It is also useful to keep 

in mind that these are averages. Obviously, some students read more than 5 minutes per day; conversely, 

some students fail to log even 5 minutes.

One of the biggest challenges for teachers in the 21st century is convincing students to spend their psychic 

energy on activities that are worthy of their time.16 

Learning and the brain

Neuroscientists confirm that the activities a person chooses to pursue have an effect not only on the 

development of identity and the self, but also on the physical structure of the brain.17 The brain is involved 

in an ongoing process of evolution, a kind of “survival of the fittest” battle at the cellular level.18 Although 

the plasticity of the brain is well established, contemporary researchers have begun to pinpoint changes 

in the brain through sophisticated imaging techniques.19 Activities that stimulate the intellect build related 

connections in the brain and make success possible for increasingly challenging tasks. If the intellect is not 

stimulated, then the parts of the brain associated with rational thought weaken.

In fact, reading helps build the “information highways” over which the brain processes inputs. Using MRI 

scans to assess the brains of struggling readers, neuroscientists have found that many struggling readers 

possess “lower structural quality” in certain areas of the brain. In one study, researchers administered a 

program of 100 hours of intensive “reading therapy” to struggling readers.20 Subsequent MRI scans revealed 

that the physical structure of the brain changed in every reader who received the reading therapy. The part 

of the brain associated with reading had grown thicker. To reiterate, as struggling readers began to read 

more often and to read more effectively, their brains changed shape to mirror the change in stimulus. The 

brains of struggling readers became more like the brains of expert readers. 

However, just because an activity has beneficial effects does not mean that students will love it.21 Attitude 

towards a subject is a critical factor in determining the level of student participation, and talent blooms only 

after concerted effort.22
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is amazing because it feels like you’re doing something and you’re not doing anything. It’s the absence of 

doing something, but you feel gratified, anyway.”32  
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to student success. “The best teaching…was at a brisk pace, fired children’s interest, often by engaging them 

in multi-sensory activities, drew upon a mix of stimulating resources, and made sure that they received 

praise for effort and achievement.”39 Research on students with a variety of learning disabilities supports 

the use of images and other sensory aids in helping students to understand letters and words.40 Perhaps 

it is unsurprising that visual and auditory instructional strategies have proven effective in teaching English 

Language Learners (ELLs) as well.41 As Teele has noted, “Good literacy instruction for English Language 

Learners looks very much like good literacy instruction for students in general.”42 

About the importance of sensory inputs in learning, film producer/director George Lucas commented, 

“Today we work with the written or spoken word as the primary form of communication. But we also need 

to understand the importance of graphics, music, and cinema, which are just as powerful and in some ways 

more deeply intertwined with young people’s culture.”43
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Readily accessible, diverse selection of texts, including classic and contemporary works; fiction 
and non-fiction 

One of the difficulties of teaching English is keeping up with the reading. While 290,000 new books and 

editions are published every year, thousands of other electronic publications are coming online every day—

websites, blogs, wikis, archives. Of course, there are also the latest newspapers, magazines, and professional 

journals to consider, as well.

The number of books on the list of “essential reading” seems endless.50 Literary critic Harold Bloom’s 

recommendations, presented in the appendices of The Western Canon, numbers over 800 volumes.51 At the 

rate of reading one book per week, it would take 16 years of intense reading for an English teacher to get to 

the bottom of Dr. Bloom’s list. Unfortunately, it is impossible for an English teacher to read everything. 

Some teachers might not have read many nineteenth century British novels; some might not enjoy modern 

poetry. Yet, both the Common Core and NCTE standards advocate that students read print and non-print 

literature of diverse genre and variable complexity, including classic and contemporary works. The goal is to 

“broaden perspectives” (Common Core) with a “wide range of texts and self-reflection” (NCTE).
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world, helps address Common Core and NCTE standards related to contemporary texts and research. The 
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Similarly, the brightest students, whom experts characterize as perennially underperforming, have 

ample room for growth, especially in the areas of application, creativity, and innovation.56 The National 

Assessment of Educational Progress, which has administered criterion-referenced tests in literacy since 

1971, reports that only one to two-percent (1-2%) of American adolescents are able to read and write at the 
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