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The Big Picture

Success is addictive. If people don’t 
believe that success is possible, they 
won’t even try; but give them a taste 
and they’ll work very hard for more.

Chapter 2 - Motivation



2Chapter

How to Motivate Struggling Readers

B e g i n n i n g  w i t h  W i n n i n g

Questions to be answered in this chapter:

 � How important is success to being able to learn?

 � What are the necessary steps to provide for success with struggling readers?

 � What is an “accommodation”?

 � What are some simple accommodations we can use?

The Importance of Success
In my opinion, this is the most important chapter of this book. I honestly believe that if you were 
to implement every idea from every other chapter, but ignore this one, you would fail – plain and 
simple – with no hope of success for either you or your struggling readers. “Why?” you might 
ask. Because of that one little word – which I have used several times up to this point – that 
makes all the difference in the world . . . SUCCESS!

If your struggling readers don’t believe they can read – they’re absolutely right – they can’t read! 
That is their “truth,” their “reality.” You must help them find a way to change that belief (in spite 
of their natural “resistance” to change). Over time, they have built up walls to protect themselves 
from having to deal with constant failure, and if they don't take down those walls, they will never 
be able to read proficiently. So . . . how do we get them to blow the trumpet and tumble those 
walls down?
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The Barracuda’s Nosebleed
I don’t remember much from my teacher training days – that was a long time ago – but one story 
in our psychology textbook has never faded from my mind. The story is worth repeating here:

Some scientists took a barracuda and placed it in a tank surrounded by smaller fish that 
barracudas love to eat. That barracuda was one happy fish – until they put a glass barrier between 
him and his prey. He rammed that glass time after time, but with less force at each attempt until 
he gave up altogether. He’d learned his lesson – he couldn’t catch little fish. The scientists were 
pleased with the success of their conditioning experiment – until they ended it and lifted the 
barrier so the barracuda could eat. Big problem! The barracuda still wouldn’t try to catch fish. 
He eventually starved, with little fish bumping into his nose. He knew the truth – his “truth” – he 
couldn’t catch fish . . . so he died.

How old are your struggling readers? How many months (or years) have they been bumping their 
noses against an invisible barrier called dyslexia that won’t allow them to read? Have they given 
up? What person in his right mind would keep trying to do something he “knows” is impossible 
for him to accomplish? Would you?

Secondary Symptoms
How many struggling readers have I had over the years? More than I’ll ever know. Most of them 
have learned to hide their reading problems, but the constant frustration of trying to read when 
they’re not “hard-wired” for it does terrible things to students. Here’s a list of just a few behaviors 
I’ve seen them use to avoid reading:

Exploders:
 � Misdirected anger – meltdowns, throwing things, hitting, or other signs of misbehavior 

when frustration bubbles out.

 � Misdirecting anger – a purposeful attempt to draw attention away from their poor reading 
ability – the “rebel-without-a-cause” syndrome. “I’ve got a chip on my shoulder, and you 
ain’t teacher enough to remove it!”

 � Class clown, mother’s little helper, __________ . (Please fill in the blank from your own 
experience.) They find another niche that works for them in order to gain acceptance.

Imploders:
 � Daydream, doodle, and are easily distracted.

 � Passive-aggressive – They are willing to miss all special privileges for the rest of their 
lives if it means not having to do an assignment they don’t think they can do.

 � Pretended incompetence – “Poor me. I’m learning disabled, you know.” For them, not 
trying is less expensive to their self-esteem than trying . . . and failing (again).

 � They find constant ways to waste time: trips to the bathroom, the drinking fountain, the 
pencil sharpener, etc. 
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The list goes on, but the point is this: If struggling readers are forced to “read” without any 
attempt to adjust instruction to methods they can use, they will find many creative ways to avoid 
reading that can be even more serious than their lack of literacy. In other words, they become 
very frustrated, and that frustration starts bubbling out in many unpleasant ways.

So, how do we bring down the “Walls of Jericho” that our strugglers have so skillfully erected in 
order to protect themselves from reading? The answer is to allow them to experience SUCCESS. 
You must somehow convince them that they CAN learn to read. It may be one of the hardest 
things you ever have to do, but they must begin to believe that success is possible or they won’t 
even try!

Okay – enough talk – how?

Plan for Success
1. Learn more about dyslexia. You are reading this book. Good start! There are many other 

good resources listed at the end of selected chapters, and in the final Appendix.

2. Become familiar with the Five Essential Elements of Instruction (Chapter 1) and figure 
out how you can build them into your teaching routines. These techniques are not 
difficult, but anyone who is trying to teach a student with dyslexia will need to provide 
them. A typical phonics program won’t work unless it is taught in a way that uses these 
elements: 

a. Multisensory, Simultaneous – Engage as many senses as possible at the same time 
to input information to your student’s brain.

b. Systematic – Keep it logical and show / explain the patterns and the flows.

c. Direct Instruction – First demonstrate, and then give guided, hands-on practice in 
as small a group as possible.

d. Correctly Paced – Not so slow it’s boring – not so fast it overwhelms.

e. Whole-to-Part Instruction – Start from the general overall framework, and then 
teach down to the details.

3. Pick a book at the right reading level for your student. Sounds easy! If your student 
is in the fourth grade, you would simply give him a book written at the fourth-grade 
reading level, right? WRONG! It’s very important that kids read material that is written 
specifically for their individual reading level – which sometimes might be at their grade 
level – but many times it is not. So, how do you find the right book?

The reading disabilities caused by dyslexia are 
remediable for most people! But they must be 

taught with methods that work for them.
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Finding the Right Reading Material
First, there IS such a thing as the right reading level for each student, and as their teacher, you need 
to help them find it. Over the past century, a large amount of research has shown that children 
learn best if the material they’re studying isn’t either too hard or too easy. In the early 1900’s, a 
famous developmental and educational psychologist named Lev Vygotsky formulated a learning 
theory which he called the “Zone of Proximal Development” (or ZPD); but as it applies to reading, 
we’ll call it the “Success Zone.” This Zone can be defined as “The level of reading that a student 
can achieve with the help and guidance of others, but cannot yet accomplish independently.” As 
they relate to reading, the three levels of learning Vygotsky defined are:

 � Frustration Level – If a student stumbles over or misses more than 1 out of every 10 words 
on the page, that material is too difficult. He may listen to it being read to him, but should 
never be expected to read it on his own.

 � Instructional Level (The “Success Zone” or ZPD) – If a student stumbles over or misses no 
more than 1 out of  every 10 words, he can read that material, but will need some help with 
a few words. This is actually the ideal level for teaching a student how to read better.

 � Independent Level – If a student stumbles over or misses no more than 1 out of every 20 
words, the material is easy enough for him to read by himself.

In chart form, the information presented above looks like this:

There are a couple of easy ways to determine if a book is in the Success Zone. I learned the 
easiest way (On-the-Fly) from Mrs. Wisely, the former librarian at Kennedy Elementary School in 
Medford, Oregon.

Levels of Learning
Number of Words 

that cause the 
student to stumble 

while reading

How the Level 
Applies to Teaching

Frustration – The student 
can't read the material 
alone, but may listen to it 
being read to him.

The student misses more 
than 1 out of 10 words.

(89% or less accuracy)

The student should never 
be required to read at this 
level.

Instructional – This is the 
"SUCCESS ZONE" (or ZPD), 
and is the “ideal” level for 
new learning to occur.

The student misses no 
more than 1 out of 10 
words.

(90 to 94% accuracy)

Students can work at 
this level with help and 
support from the teacher, 
or another student who 
reads at a higher level.

Independent – The 
student can read the 
material by himself.

The student misses no 
more than 1 out of 20 
words.

(95 to 100% accuracy)

Any reading material that 
the student reads alone 
needs to be written at this 
level.



22

2  How to Motivate Struggling Readers

Quick "On-the-Fly" Method
1. When a student picks a book that s/he wants to read, find the page with the most text on it.

2. Ask the student to read that page out loud while you watch.

3. Every time s/he hesitates or misses a word, count it on your fingers behind your back, or 
silently in your head.

4. If s/he reaches five or more, it’s too hard.

More Exact Method
1. Make a copy of the page with the most text on it.

2. As the student reads the page from the book, mark off on your copy any word that s/he 
hesitates over or misses.

3. Count the total words on the page, subtract the errors from the total, and then divide that 
answer by the total number of words to find the accuracy percentage. 

   Total words – errors  

                   Total words

4. If the accuracy is 95% or better, that book is at the student’s independent level. If the 
accuracy is between 90-94%, that book is in the Success Zone (or it has been written at 
the student’s instructional level). If the accuracy is below 90%, that book is too difficult.

It is very important that you not let your kids struggle in the frustration zone. Imagine the hardest 
subject you ever took in school (or maybe one that you refused to take because you knew you 
couldn’t do it). Now, imagine you are back sitting in that classroom and the teacher just told you 
to read the text because there will be a quiz in fifteen minutes. How would you feel? Butterflies in 
your stomach? Chest pressure? Nausea? Well, that’s just how kids feel when they are being asked 
to read in their frustration zone. Please don’t do that to them!

So, how do you get around curriculum that is not written at the right level? 

If your curriculum is too hard for your students, you must either pick a curriculum that is in their 
reading Success Zone, or make accommodations so they can access the material in the text.

If you think the students can understand the material, but they just can’t read it, don’t get an easier 
book. Instead, find a way to let them hear the book while they read along. You could:

 � read the text aloud to everyone, 

 � give them a reading buddy who will read it with them, or

 � provide a recording they can listen to with headphones. 

 = % of words read correctly (Accuracy)
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Readability Statistics
By the way, there is handy little feature in Microsoft Word that allows you to find out the grade 
level of reading material ahead of time. It’s called “Readability Statistics.” 

1. All you need to do is find a page that seems to be typical of the book. 

2. Type it into Word.

3. Go to File→Options→Proofing→and check “Readability Statistics.”

4. Then run a check on Spelling and Grammar. (There’s a little icon at the very bottom left 
of the screen that shows a book with an “x” or a pen on it. Click on it to run the check.) 

5. When the check is done, Word will provide a chart that shows you the Flesch-Kinkaid 
Grade Level. It isn’t an exact tool, but it will give you a good idea of the grade level of 
your text. If it’s too difficult for your students to read, you should decide to either:

• choose an easier text, or

• read it to them.

(Sometimes, we need to pick material that stretches our 
students’ minds . . . even if they can’t read it yet.)

So, if you want to be a life-changing parent or teacher, make sure your kids are reading in their 
“Success Zone.” Remember – if they can’t read it, they can’t read it! Help them find books that 
they can read, or read the books to them. It’s such a small thing, but it makes a huge difference!

The Plan
Someone once told me that if you want to cook a frog, put it in a pot of lukewarm water and 
turn the heat up gradually; it won’t jump out. I always thought that was a terrible idea – poor 
little frog! – but the metaphor works. If you want your struggling readers to succeed, you need 
to make them nice and comfortable. If the water’s too cold (the work is too easy), they’ll go into 
hibernation. And if the water’s too hot (the work is too hard), they’ll jump right out of the pot. So, 
lull those defeated little readers into thinking that reading isn’t too hard for them after all, and 
gradually turn up the heat until they’re doing everything a non-struggler can do. If they’re getting 
bored, ask them to do even more. If they’re beginning to explode (or implode), the water’s too 
hot! Turn down the heat.

The following is an example of a real conversation that happened several times in my classes at 
the beginning of the year, while I was adjusting an assignment for a struggler.

Me: “John, only answer question number one. Please don’t answer any more than that.” 

Student: “One? . . . Just one?” 

(It’s great fun to watch their shocked expressions!)

Me: “Yes, just one. Absolutely no more.” 
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It was hard not to laugh at their confusion as they wandered back to their seats wondering about 
my sanity. Some kids demanded that they be allowed to answer more than one question, but I 
didn’t give in – at least not the first time. (However, I soon let them push me into letting them do 
more work. I’m sure there must be some struggling students out there who won’t ask for more; 
I’ve just never had any.)

I praised them exorbitantly when they handed in their answer. We were on the road to success! 
In a few days, I let them do two questions. Within a short time, they were doing the whole 
assignment. 

There is a catch – you must praise everyone! Struggling readers thrive on praise, but if you don’t 
praise your other children as well, they will start developing behavior problems. All children 
love positive attention, so hand it out liberally – just be sure it’s real! One more thing – be sure to 
praise their actions over which they have control, not their circumstances over which they have 
no control. For example, you might say: “Andrew, your handwriting is really improving. That 
letter ‘t’ is absolutely perfect.” But please don’t say, “Claudia, what beautiful blue eyes you have.”

By the way, in the past, I’ve heard both parents and teachers say, “I won’t lower my expectations 
for anyone!” Right. I completely agree . . . but I’m not lowering expectations . . . I’m delaying 
expectations until my strugglers are ready to try one more time. Anything less is unfair to them. 
In the long run, they will achieve much more growth and improvement than they would have 
if I didn’t give them the extra time they needed to begin to believe in themselves again. We 
don’t expect babies to run before they can walk. We shouldn’t expect struggling readers to read 
smoothly before they master basic reading skills. And they won’t even try if they don’t think they 
can. (Remember that Barracuda?)

Accommodations

Once upon a snowy day, the children couldn’t get into the school until the 
janitor shoveled and salted the steps. They shivered on the sidewalk as the man 

worked as fast as he could to clear a path for them.

One young boy in a wheelchair yelled, “Hey, Mr. Janitor! Could you please 
shovel the ramp so I can go in?”

The janitor couldn’t believe his ears and turned to scold the child. “You selfish 
boy! See all those children shivering over there? Just hold your horses! As soon 

as I finish shoveling the steps for them, I’ll shovel the ramp for you.”

The boy responded, “But sir, if you shovel the ramp, we can all go in!”

Told by Rick Lavoie, M.A., M.Ed.

As keynote speaker for the 59th Annual Conference of
The International Dyslexia Association
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Whether you are teaching your struggling readers at home, or they attend public school, they will 
need some help until they can catch up. And teachers, although dyslexia may seem difficult to 
manage in the general classroom, it isn’t as hard as you might think. With a few accommodations 
(simple changes in classroom routines and methods), students with dyslexia can do more than just 
survive; they can thrive in your classroom! 

List of Possible Accommodations for Specific Problems
1. Reading Problem – Students can’t read the material because it isn’t at an independent 

level for them (pausing for no more than 1 out of 20 words on each page). You need to 
provide a way for them to succeed. Remember: if they can’t read it, they can’t read it.

Accommodations

a. Read the material chorally as a class. The most common excuse I’ve heard from 
teachers is: “I don’t have any extra time to waste.” I beg your pardon! If you’re 
giving your students a reading assignment, I assume it’s presenting important 
information or you wouldn’t assign it, right? Don’t you think it’s a waste of time to 
have students pretending to do your assignments because the reading level is too 
high for them? Please find a way to give them access to the material.

b. Give them a reading buddy who will read the material in unison with them. 
Paired reading is multisensory-simultaneous instruction, and works very well to 
raise reading levels. Studies show that partner reading even raises the reading 
level for the stronger reader over those who don’t partner read.1

c. Have a parent or student who can read aloud in a smooth and natural voice 
record the material on tape or CD, so the struggling readers can listen to it in a 
classroom listening station or take it home. Once it is recorded, you can use it over 
and over again if you keep a master copy.

2. Writing Problem – A student’s writing skills are not functional.

Accommodations 

a. Usually, the first experience with success in writing needs to be with the teacher 
or another adult giving support. When other kids aren’t present, let the student 
dictate an assignment to you and watch as you write it down. I’ve seen this 
work very well. Once the students see their own words written correctly on a 
page, they are encouraged. They are more willing to try to write for themselves 
the next time.

b. Give them a “scribe,” a willing classmate who is trained to write down only what 
the struggling reader says, and not help them answer the questions. Struggling 
readers are accustomed to having other people answer for them; in fact, they can 
be brilliant at manipulating others into doing their work. Don’t let anyone do that.

c. Cut assignments for strugglers WAY down. Maybe you can try assigning only 
one question in the beginning. Then expand your expectations as they’re ready to 
try more. Trust me – once they have tasted success, I’ve never had a student that 
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didn’t ask for more work as his or her confidence grew. Remember, they don’t 
want to be different from the rest of their class. (But some students may need a 
little more prodding.)

d. Let them use a computer or a laptop if one is available.

Note: I’ve found that there is a solid connection between succeeding in reading and explicit 
instruction in handwriting, with large motor movement included. My most severe struggling 
readers usually had the worst handwriting as well. When I taught letter formation by writing 
the letters as large as possible – swinging the arm in the air – the information would stick 
much better. Then, once we covered the alphabet, we would use our large arm motions to 
practice spelling. Better handwriting actually supported better reading. (See Chapter 9.)

3. Problem Finishing Work – Students never hand in assignments on time.

Accommodations  

a. Give them more time. Time is one of the biggest gifts you can give to struggling 
readers, but don’t take the time out of recess – they need to blow off steam just as 
much as the other kids do. Cut down their assignments to focus on only the most 
important concepts. If they are taking part in classroom discussions, they will 
learn the material. And they need to be present whenever you’re giving whole 
group instruction in core curriculum.

b. Give them a quiet place to work without distraction. (Try very hard to find such 
a place!)

c. Don’t let them off the hook. Although they need recess for the physical stress 
relief, maybe they don’t need some other enjoyable activities the rest of the class is 
doing.

d. Seldom give them an excuse to skip an assignment. Just make sure you aren’t 
piling on too much work. Analyze your assignments and adjust the workload 
accordingly.

This is just a beginning list. I’m sure you’ll eventually find many more ways to bring success into 
your own teaching practices.

Conclusion
If we are designing a lesson to cover a concept from our curriculum, we must be sure that all 
our students have the possibility of learning it to the best of their potential. First and foremost, 
they must have the ability to do what we ask. Getting them to that point is part of our job, and it 
doesn’t have to be hard, burdensome, or complicated. Fortunately, the accommodations listed in 
this chapter work at all levels of education, in all situations, and with all students – not just the 
struggling ones. All of your students can succeed – and experiencing success can be the lifeline 
that gets them through the rough times – so parents and teachers, it’s up to you to help them! 
Remember, every student learns differently, but even more important than that, every student can 
learn!
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Struggler Success Story 2
When I was a preschooler, my mother was upset about the “new” 
method of teaching reading called “The Look-Say Method.” It was 
popular in the schools at that time. She believed in phonics, so she 
bought a book and started teaching me the year before I entered 
kindergarten. I hated every minute of it, and still remember that 
ugly little book; it was so hard for me! BUT, I learned phonemic 
awareness through the process, and when I entered school, I was 
able to learn to read. (My dyslexia wasn’t discovered until I was 
an adult.)

Then along came my little sister, Sunny! Where I had been the 
dutiful oldest child, Sunny was a free spirit and your typical ADD (Attention Deficit Disorder) 
kid. My mother tried, and failed, to get her to pay attention long enough to look at a book, let 
alone practice a phonics lesson. We learned later that she also had vision problems.

When Sunny hit school, it was truly a collision. She was athletic, adorable, and a total people-
person, but these attributes didn’t help her succeed in school. Her papers were a mess, and her 
reading ability remained far behind the rest of her class. For her, the hardest part of all was trying 
to sit still and focus on the lessons being taught. But Sunny tried! Oh, how she tried – just to hit 
failure after failure, over and over again. And it didn’t help that my brother and I had gotten good 
grades. One high school teacher even told Sunny he couldn’t believe she was our sister. (Teachers! 
Teachers! Do no harm! Even now, many decades later, she remembers his careless words.) 

High grades were an unattainable goal for Sunny, but she always tried. And her lack of success 
took a heavy toll on her self-esteem and confidence. Her reading was so labored, it was amazing 
she did as well as she did.

Then, in the ninth grade, Sunny had Mr. Barry. He was the first teacher that took the time to get 
her help, and recommended she take a speed-reading course. It helped her dramatically. It was 
truly a turning point in her life. (Speed-reading isn’t supposed to help dyslexics, but it helped her.) 

As is common for people with undiagnosed dyslexia, Sunny had many scars left from her 
childhood. After a failed marriage, she gained a lot of weight and went through a time of deep 
depression, but she finally got some professional help. She was shocked to find out as an adult that 
her I.Q. was at least one standard deviation above the norm – much higher than she ever thought it 
could be – and she began to make some major changes in her life.

* * * *

Sunny has gone on to accomplish many amazing things:

 � She earned a degree in nursing and is credentialed at the top of her profession. Now, she 
speaks nationally, and has just been approved to lead in two multidisciplinary clinical 
trials for the recovery room.
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 � She went back to college, graduated (after much hardship), and was accepted into a 
doctoral program in veterinary medicine. (Did you know that it’s harder to be admitted 
into veterinary medicine than it is to be admitted into a doctoral program in human 
medicine? This is because there aren’t as many veterinary schools, and it’s very 
competitive.) Unfortunately, by that time, she didn’t have the financial resources to pursue 
her dream. 

 � In her fifties, she decided to build a house. She acted as the general contractor on her 
project and did much of the work herself, from roughing in the plumbing and electricity to 
design and decorating. (She’s very artistic and is quite handy with power tools.)

 � She has also lost all the extra weight and now wears a size 10. 

Some people just get better and better as time passes. By the way, Sunny isn’t her real name. She 
is concerned that if the people where she works learn of her disability, it might hurt her career. 
Unfortunately, she is probably right. Still, she is one of the finest nurses in the profession. What 
Sunny has accomplished has come with great struggle. And there are still scars. As members of 
her family, we have not always given her the encouragement she needed. We’ve always loved her, 
but we didn’t understand what she was up against; neither did her teachers. 

Today, the Sunnys in your life need your skill and encouragement more than ever – in order to 
help them succeed and follow their own dreams.
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Appendix – Chapter 2 
Lesson and Game 

 � “Famous Struggler Who’s-It?”

 � Blackline Masters for “Famous Struggler Who’s-It?” game cards  

Resources 

Books
Allen, J. & Daley, P. Scholastic Read-Aloud Anthology. New York, NY: Scholastic.

Lunsford, S. (2004). Teaching with Favorite Read-Alouds in Pre-K. New York, NY: Scholastic. 
(Grades K – 2 also available.)

Payne, C. D. (2005). Shared Reading for Today’s Classroom. New York, NY: Scholastic.

Shaywitz, S. E. (2003). Overcoming Dyslexia. New York, NY: Vintage Books.

Electronic Media
Lavoie, R. http://www.ricklavoie.com  (Check out Rick Lavoie’s website for some excellent 

resources for helping children with learning disabilities.)

Miller, H. “Creating a Climate of Learning: Effective Classroom Management Techniques.” 
Retrieved from http://www.education-world.com/a_curr/curr155.shtml (On-line article for 
creating a workable set of rules, rewards, and consequences)

Strickland, D. (2006). Teaching Diverse Learners. Teaching Reading Online Workshop Grades 
3-5. Annenberg Foundation. Retrieved from www.learner.org (On-line video)

Endnote

1. Topping, K. (1989, March). Peer-tutoring and Paired Reading: Combining two powerful techniques. 
The Reading Teacher. 488-496.
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Lesson and Game

Lesson – “Famous Struggler Who’s-It?”
Objective:  The students will be able to match facts about the lives of famous struggling readers 

with their names and / or pictures.

Purpose: To teach tolerance for different learning styles and abilities, and to encourage 
struggling students so they will keep on trying to overcome their own personal challenges.

Directions:

1. Download pictures from the internet of:

a. Alexander Graham Bell

b. Orlando Bloom

c. Winston Churchill

d. Tom Cruise

e. Leonardo DaVinci

f. Patrick Dempsey

g. Walt Disney

h. Thomas Edison

i. Albert Einstein

j. Danny Glover

k. Whoopi Goldberg

l. Andrew Jackson

m. Thomas Jefferson

n. Keira Knightley

o. George Washington

p. Robin Williams
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2. Mount the pictures on a bulletin board, leaving room for the nametag and “5 Facts” cards 
to be posted under each.

3. Make a nametag for each picture to use later during the game.

4. Copy “Famous Struggler Who’s-it?” blackline masters, and make the “5 Facts” cards up 
ahead of time. (I recommend mounting them on construction paper so the students can’t 
read the person s̓ name through the paper.)

Procedure for Primary Grades (use only 4-8 pictures):
Day One:

1. Introduce the concept to your students that a person isn’t “dumb” or “stupid” just because 
they have trouble reading. In fact, there are some very intelligent and remarkable people 
who struggled to learn how to read when they were young. 

2. Point to each picture and tell them the name of the person. Then read the “5 Facts” card 
about that person. Do this for each of the people pictured.

Activity: Let volunteers pin the correct name under each picture.
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Day Two:
Review the Lesson: 

1. Take down the names before the students come in. 

2. Let volunteers replace the names under the correct picture. 

3. Give clues from the cards and let volunteers tell you which person matches the clue. 

4. Leave time for discussion using the questions on the next page.

Procedure for Intermediate Grades and Higher:
Use all the pictures and “5 Facts” cards. Condense the entire lesson into just one day. 

Note: After the students place the name cards under the correct pictures, don’t go over the “5 
Facts” cards ahead of time. Start playing the game immediately. 

Rule: 
Students must raise their hands and be chosen before speaking. Any student blurting out names 
will be disqualified from playing on their team for that “5 Facts” card.

Game – “Famous Struggler Who’s-It?”
1. Divide the class into two teams. Teams will take turns participating.

2. The teacher gives the first fact from a “5 Facts” card. If anyone can give the right name, 
the team receives 5 points, and the play goes to the other team with a new “5 Facts” card. 

3. If the first team is unable to identify the correct name with just one fact, the teacher gives 
them the next fact, which is worth 4 points. If no one gives the correct name, the teacher 
gives Fact 3, which is worth 3 points. Fact 4 is worth 2 points, and Fact 5 is worth 1 
point.

4. If the first team can’t identify the correct person by the time they hear Fact 5, the other 
team gets a chance to steal for 1 point. 

5. Whether or not the other team is able to steal, they still get the next Fact card.

6. Make sure each team has equal chances to play. 

At the end of the game, leave time for discussion. (See suggested questions below.)

Questions:
1. Do you think these people were / are smart? 

2. Why do you think that they had trouble learning to read?
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3. What were some of the things they accomplished?

4. Would our lives be any different today if they hadn’t learned to read?

5. In every case, someone believed in them and gave them some help and support. What 
could we do in this classroom if someone is struggling with reading?

6. Could you become a person that makes a big difference in a struggler's life?

Read and discuss these quotes from Orlando Bloom at the end of the game:

1.  “Many people think dyslexics are boneheads. Dyslexia doesn’t equal a lack of intelligence . . . 
so don’t laugh at your mates when they have problems with reading! Maybe they’ll become movie 
stars and you’ll want to get tickets to their premiers!”

2.  “If you have kids who are struggling with dyslexia, the greatest gift you can give them is 
the sense that nothing is unattainable. With dyslexia comes a very great gift, which is the way 
that your mind can think creatively. If your kids can be given the opportunity to find that way 
of thinking, what works for them, they will be very happy and successful in whatever field they 
choose to go into.”
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Orlando Bloom

1. This person won many poetry and Bible 
reciting competitions.

2. He or she had to conquer dyslexia to 
enter Guildhall School and become a 
Shakespearean actor.

3. He or she fell from a three-story building 
and broke his or her back. Doctors thought 
he or she would never walk again.

4. This person said, “I have trouble 
recognizing some letters, so I had to work 
harder than other kids. School was always 
a bit tricky . . .”

5. One night, director Peter Jackson saw him 
or her act, and asked this person to audition 
for a part in a series of movies he would be 
making in New Zealand.

Keira Knightley

1. He or she asked parents for an actor's agent 
at the age of 3, but they didn’t allow it until 
he or she was 6.

2. He or she wanted to be an actor even as 
a child, but couldn’t read well enough at 
auditions to get the parts, so he or she 
worked very hard to overcome dyslexia.  
By age 11, this person could read.

3. He or she starred as Sabe in Star Wars 
Episode I.

4. In order to star in Bend It Like Beckham, 
this person had to train with a top national 
soccer coach for twenty weeks, who 
declared that he or she was more talented 
than a national soccer hero.

5. In 2004, she played Elizabeth Swann in a 
popular movie about pirates.

Whoopi Goldberg

1. He or she grew up in a housing project in 
Manhattan.

2. His or her classmates called this person 
“dumb” and “stupid” because he or she had 
so much trouble reading.

3. He or she started acting at age 8.

4. He or she was nominated for an Oscar in 
first movie. This person has won the Oscar, 
Emmy, Grammy, and Tony awards, as well 
as the Mark Twain award for American 
humor, which was presented at the 
Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C.

5. Her real name is Carolyn Johnson.

Danny Glover

1. He or she lived in a government housing 
project until ten years old.

2. Dyslexia, race, and unusual height made 
him or her very shy in school.

3. Later, he or she tutored struggling readers 
in inner-city schools.

4. He played tight end on the high school 
football team until recurring epileptic 
seizures forced this person to stop.

5. He didn’t become interested in acting until 
age 28.

6. Daily Double - (worth 10 points) He 
starred along with Mel Gibson in the 
Lethal Weapon movies.
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Walt Disney

1. Teachers said he or she was slow.

2. From age 9 to 16, he or she had to get 
up at 3:30 a.m. to deliver newspapers in 
Missouri during very cold winters. 

3. He or she joined the Red Cross Ambulance 
Corps to serve in World War I when only 
16 years old.  This person’s ambulance was 
covered with cartoons.

4. He or she was fired from a Kansas City 
newspaper for not being creative.

5. He or she was the first cartoonist to add 
sound and special effects to cartoons.

6. Daily Double - (worth 10 points) The 
company he founded is now the largest 
multimedia corporation in the world.

Patrick Dempsey

1. As a teenager, he or she placed third in a 
national juggling convention and wanted to 
attend Clown College.

2. He or she tried to audition for acting parts 
for 10 years, knowing that poor reading 
ability would probably keep him or her 
from being considered.

3. He or she won many awards for acting, 
mainly for TV roles.

4. Nickname = Dr. McDreamy on the TV 
series Grey’s Anatomy.

5. He or she starred in Disney’s movie, 
Enchanted.

Tom Cruise

1. Despite being a successful movie star, 
this entertainer can learn lines only by 
listening to a tape recording. 

2. He or she spent a year in a Franciscan 
monastery.

3. He or she was talented in sports, but had to 
give up athletics because of a knee injury 
in high school.

4. One of his first movie hits was Top 
Gun. He has also starred in the Mission 
Impossible movies.

5. He has a daughter named Suri.

Robin Williams

1. He or she grew up in a 30-room mansion 
on 20 acres.

2. Bullies picked on him or her in school.

3. His or her first television role was as an 
alien from outer space named Mork.

4. He quit his cocaine and alcohol addiction 
“cold turkey” when he found out he was 
going to be a father, and he never went 
back.

5. He is well known for playing a Nanny in 
one movie, and the voice of a Genie in 
another.
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Albert Einstein

1. He or she couldn’t talk until the age of 4, 
and didn’t learn to read until age 9.

2. He or she failed the entrance examinations 
to college, but finally passed after another 
year of study.

3. He or she lost 3 teaching positions, and 
then became a patent clerk.

4. Nuclear power, “The Big Bang Theory,” 
and quantum physics all resulted from his 
theories of relativity.

5. He helped little neighbor girls in Princeton, 
N.J., with their math homework.

6. Daily Double - (worth 10 points) He was 
named TIME Magazine’s “Person of the 
Century” for the 1900’s.

Thomas Edison

1. He or she was thrown out of school in the 
fourth grade, because the teachers said he 
or she was mentally retarded.

2. He or she was terrible at mathematics, 
writing, and speaking; and couldn’t focus 
in class.

3. He or she lived in Menlo Park, N.J., only 
26 miles from where Albert Einstein would  
live in the future.

4. He or she patented 1,093 inventions.

5. He or she said, “Genius is 1% inspiration 
and 99% perspiration.”

6. Daily Double - (worth 10 points) His or her 
inventions include the incandescent light 
bulb, the phonograph, and both the movie 
camera and movie projector.

Leonardo DaVinci

1. He or she was apprenticed to a painter 
at age 14, but immediately developed a 
distinctive style. He or she even developed 
a better formula for paint.

2. He or she wrote all of his or her notes 
backwards, and the spelling was terrible.

3. He or she invented many things, including 
scissors, the parachute, and a design for a 
helicopter.

4. He or she was an artist, astronomer, 
sculptor, geologist, mathematician, 
botanist, animal behaviorist, inventor, 
engineer, architect, and even a musician.

5. This person painted the Mona Lisa between 
1503-1506. It is one of the most famous 
paintings in the world.

Alexander Graham Bell

1. His mother and wife were both completely 
deaf.

2. He was one of the founding members of the 
National Geographic Society.

3. As an inventor, he worked on designs for 
metal detectors, hydrofoils, and aircraft.

4. He is credited with inventing the telephone, 
but considered it an intrusion to his work 
and wouldn’t have one in his study.

5. He was the founder of AT&T.

6. Daily Double - (worth 10 points) During 
his funeral, all telephones in North 
America were silenced for one minute, in 
tribute to his genius as an inventor.
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Andrew Jackson

1. His father died two weeks before he was 
born.

2. He had poor writing skills, and only read a 
few books in his entire life.

3. He never formally studied politics, law, or 
history.

4. The term “OK” reportedly came from his 
abbreviation for “all correct” on the reports 
his junior officers filed with him.

5. He became the seventh president of the 
United States.

Winston Churchill

1. He or she failed the eighth grade, did 
terribly in math, and generally hated 
school.

2. He or she worked his or her whole life to 
overcome a speech impediment.

3. He or she was rebellious in school, for 
which this person was punished. Later, he 
or she became a fencing champion.

4. He won the Nobel Prize for literature in 
1953 for his books on history.

5. As Prime Minister of England during 
World War II, he led his countrymen to 
victory, exhorting them to “Never, never, 
never give up!”

Thomas Jefferson
1. A polymath (someone who knows a 

lot about many things), he or she was 
a horticulturist, statesman, architect, 
archaeologist, paleontologist, author, 
inventor, and founder of the University of 
Virginia.

2. He or she played the violin.

3. JFK welcomed 49 Nobel Prize winners 
to dinner, saying, “I think this is the most 
extraordinary collection of talent and 
of human knowledge that has ever been 
gathered together at the White House – 
with the possible exception of when this 
person dined alone.”

4. He was the principal author of the 
Declaration of Independence.

5. He was the third president of the United 
States.

George Washington

1. His or her writing was well-stated, but full 
of spelling, grammar, and punctuation 
errors.

2. S/He was quiet (perhaps because his or her 
false teeth didn’t fit well), but his or her 
opinion was always highly respected.

3. He was a farmer, but also one of the 
wealthiest men in America at the time.

4. He led the colonial troops during our War 
of Independence, was a war hero, and a 
great leader of men.

5. He was the first president of the United 
States, and is often referred to as “the 
Father of our Country.”


