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Teachers, librarians and parents are
today very mueh ¢oncerned abeut the
poor reading habits of their children.
The cry to develop reading interest has
resounded in all nooks and corners of
this country - in the homes, in the
classrooms and even in places of work.

This cry has invariably elicited a
very passionate question in the minds
of those who love and care for the all-
round development of these youths.
The question ““what can we do to
help?”’ is not only pathetic but also
goes to support the extent of the
sympathy this lapse in our children’s
reading habits has been able to whip.

The problem of children’s back-
wardness or lack of interest in reading
is not peculiar to Nigeria, it could in
fact be said to be universal but the
degree varies from one country to
another, and from one cultural back-
ground to another.

Since this is an agreed fact, the
problem has to be tackled in such a
manner as not to deviate from the
cultural and educational backgrounds
of those affected.

it is usually said that one who wears
a tight shoe knows best where it
pinches. In the same vein, the Nigerian
mothers, teachers and librarians are
yearning collectively for some ideas
on how to encourage our children to
read.

This is so because they know the
adverse effect of this deficiency first
in the lives of the children and also in
the progress of a country like ours
where all hands have to be on deck to
hope for a well-balanced development
such as we have been dreaming of.

To effect whatever changes we can
in order to encourage the love for read-
ding, we have to borrow iceas from
the developed parts of the world, and
adapt them to our own background.

We now know what the problems
are and we do agree that as long as
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life lasts, man can develop ways of
improving the present situation. We
may then want to enumerate some
of the methods of combating poor
reading habits and thereby encoura-
ging our primary and post-primary
children to cultivate the habit of read-
ing not only textbooks for examina-
tions or projects, but books for plea-
sure, intellectual and cultural advan-
cement.

Before | attempt to suggest ways
of encouraging children to read, |
should first endeavour to identify the
various types of reading habits which
tantamount to “‘poor reading habits".
There are basically two groups of
these poor readers viz the “‘reluctant
readers” and the “‘backward readers”.

The two terms should not be con-
fused in any measure or thought of as
being synonymous in their interpre-
tations. While a “reluctant reader’’ has
normal intelligence and could read if
he is induced, encouraged or prodded
into reading the ‘“‘backward reader”
does not have the intelligence to learn
to read easily.

In any of the two cases, however,
the main thing is stimulation. Children
need all the incentives and encourage-
ment they can get from the adults who
introduce them to books.

Their potentiality has to be stirred
into life and these can only be achie-
ved by careful mainpulation of the
following methods.

(a) Book talks - visits to calss-

rooms etc.

(b) Story telling. (Scheduled sto-
ry hours in libraries or class-
rooms).

(c) Book sharing in libraries.

(d) Dispaly or exhibition of well
written and illustrated books.

(e} Use of book related - media
e.g. slides, films, reading pack-
ages, films-trips etc.

(f)  Film shows, TV talks etc.

(g} Puppet shows

(h) Other library activities e.g.
library week or book week,
book rooms - for permanent
display of new or enticing and
well illustrated books with
few words and bold prints.

Now that we have c¢ollected the de-
sired recipe, it is now incumbent on us
to prepare the dough appropriately in
order to achieve the desired result.
In this respect | will expatiate on
some of the points mentioned above
so as to provide a mini-manual or
guideline to a para-professional in the
field of children’s work.

Meanwhile | will like to emphasize
here that the writer does not in any
way claim to be an expert in children’s
work. Nor does she claim that this
little write up is all-encompassing as
to preclude the infussion of new ideas
emanating from the day-to-day experi-
ences which some of her coleagues
are privileged to have, and the changes
in individual or environmental condi-
tions.

Book talk, according to Amelia
Munson, falls into place between story
telling and reviewing, it partakes of
both and is unlike either. By defini-
tion, a booktalk is a formal or infor-
mal presentation about a book or
group of books designed to entice
children into reading them.

Some people describe book talk as
an art or a device by which the libra-
rian or teacher tries to interest young
people in all books generally or some
books in particular through a talk so
carefully prepared as to seem sponte-
neous.

In this type of talk, he/she gives the
subject the flavour and the appeal of
each book presented. One of the axio-
matic things about book talking is
that the talk should not reveal every-

thing about the book.
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Some suspense should be created
during the presentation so as to allow
the children become anxious and de-
sire to know what happened in the
end.

Book talks can be conducted in the
classrooms or in a library, orevenin a
cultural centre by the librarian or tea-
cher. In this case the librarian and the
class teacher fixes a date and a time.
This can be arranged specifically to
introduce new and interesting books
or could be combined with a particu-
lar lesson in view.

There are two types of book: talks,
e.g. short and long book talks which
are determined basically by the length
of titne expended for any particular
one.

A short book talk only involves one
title and lasts from thirty seconds to
one minute, while a long book talk
lasts between ten and fifteen minutes
and it usually emphasizes a particular

aspect of a title for instance the gene-
ral theme or the illustrations, etc.

The Objectives of book talking are
varied and consists of:-

(a) Selling of the idea of reading
for pleasure

(b) Introducing new ideas and
new fields of reading

(c) Developing appreciation of st-
yte and character portrayal

(d) Raising the level of reading
by intorducing the best books
which the audience (i.e. child-
ren) can read ‘with pleasure,
and which may not otherwise
have come to their notice.

(e} Humanizing books, the libra-
ry and the librarian.

(f)  Keeping librarians/teachers fr-
om becoming hypocrites whe
despair of their patron’s read-
ing tastes while never reading
for themselves or for their

patrons.
In order to achieve the desired goal

in book talking, a caretul planning in-
volving correct choice of books and
media is necessary. The teacher or lib-

rarian must be patient and*understan-

ing while trying to discover the child-
rens level of interest.

While making the presentation the
intonation and the diction of the pre-
senter is very vital. Anything abnormal
or dull is bound to put kids off. The
book chosen for this talk should not
22

be too simple as to lower the ega of
the recipient or too advanced as to
put them off almost immediately.
Rather they should contain informa-
tion which is on the same level as the
children’s maturity or slightly above,
hut presented simply enough for the
children to read and understand.

| like to sound a note of warning
here that the librarian or teacher-could
overdo things. Hence the best tﬁ'mg to
do is to discipline oneself - by minimi-
zing the amount.of adjectives and high
sounding words one uses.

Children want to know what hap-
pens in a book, what is so exciting
about it that they should want to
read it. Don’t let them feel pushed
to read. In short allow the books sell
themselves. If it is a long book talk,
it is usually not advisable to try to
memorise, since there is a tendency to
forget vital points, thus making the
idea disjointed.

You would agree with me that most
parents are usually too busy, expeci-
ally in these days of rat-race for wea
Ith and prestige, to find time to stay
with the children, let alone to tell
them stories which induce children to
reading such books.

The television in the metropalitan
homes have taken the place of themo
onlight story hours which our grand-
parents or elders in the family in villa-
ges or small towns used to give. You
may say that there were no books to
supplement the stories told, yet one
cannot say that such stories were not
beneficial in their own rights.

Story telling is an organised me-
thod of{ introducing the idea in a book
in a narrative manner with the aim of
developing a liking for a particular
character or theme of the book. Story
hours should last beween twenty-five
and thirty minutes.
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On the other hand, if one feels com-
fortable memorising, there is no haed
and fast principle since some level of
individualism usually comes into play

Story Telling

The usefulness of story hour to
children cannot be over emphasised.
Most people feel that story telling
should only be organised for pre-school
children but studies have shown that
story telling can also be extended to
primary and post-primary children pro-
vided the story teller knows the cor-
rect technique to apply to a particular
level of understanding.

The duration, however, depends on
the age of the children. The younge!
the children, the shorter the period
of story telling. This is because child-
ren of ages 3 - 6 have a short span of
memory.

Book Shareing

Book sharing is almost similar to
book talking; the only difference is
that certain protions of the book to be
introducéd should be read aloud by
the teacher or the librarian.

Besides, by this method, children
are taught how to handle books pro-



perly, looking at them carefully and
eventually reading them. In book sha-
ring, however, the book chosen for
this purpose should not be too volu-
minous but should be thin with good
colourful illustrations, especially if it
is meant for primary school children.

You may begin to wonder why
consideration is given to the size of
the text? The simple truth is that if
the book is not too big, handling, as
well as flipping through the pages for
relevant illustrations to support the
points raised, will be easy to come by.

As was mentioned earlier on, it.is
not enough to only surround children
with books if they must learn to use
books, and read them for pleasure.
Some inducement ‘is hecessary. There-
fore when an adult handles a particu-
lar book, talks about it as if there is
something tasty or spicy about it by
chosing the right kinds of words to
make the children really hungry for
the book, then children are enticed.

Furthermore if books meant for
children are unattractive, children will
certainly be indifferent to them. Hence
when a classroom is bestrewn with
tatty books looking like the remnants
of a defeated army, children are hardly
likely to show interest.

Most of the school libraries in this
country are known to have remnants
of old textbooks or the like. This is
by no means attractive, and therefore
should not be recommended.

One of the best methods of sharing
books with children is to gather them
in the library, select books ahead of
time, read off portions and show the
children some pages of illustration. By
so doing the teacher purposely encou-
rages the children as she opens the
books, smooths the glossy pages be-
fore she begins to read.

The sense of his/her own enjoy-
ment is so apparent that the children

are bound to be influenced or hypno-
tised by it. Make sure that you have
been able to bring out the main points
of interest which you feel they too
will enjoy when they read on their
own.

Display or Exhibition

Another way of encouraging child-
ren to learn to read is to make availa-
ble in an eye-cactching position, books
with attractive covers, clear prints and
good text, Displays can be categorised

iin the following areas:-

(a) Picture books - black and
white or coloured illustration
‘with big prints.

{b) Fiction
(c) Non-fiction
{d) Advnture books

(e) Spooky books - ghostlike,
frightful books, etc.

Book exhibition can be done in a
semi-permanent manner such as having
book-corners in the classroom for a
week or a fortnight, or displaying in
glass cases mounted at the children’s
eye level. The display should have bold
labels.

Use of A — V Materials

From my brief experience as a tea-
cher and as a children’s librarian even
in the developed part of the world,
filmshows, TV - book related program-
mes puppet shows or the use of slides
and filmstrip as a prelude to reading a
particular book has yietded. so much
results that | would not hestitate to
recommend them to prospective tea-
cher/librarians.

Here again, certain things must be
guarded against if the desired objective
is to be achieved adequately. These in-
clude “overdoing’”. There is the temp-
tation of using these new media to kill
the actual reading interest in children.
This can be taken care of by careful
review and selection of the media to
stimulate reading interest. Much as it
should only be demonstrative, it sho-
uld not lack the vital ideas meant to
be portrayed by the book.

The pictures should be clear, the
episodes consecutive, the playing-time
brief and the language appropriate
for the age group. As one media - min-
ded educator once said, teachers and
librarians must also accept new roles.
They must become learning facilitators
and minimize the observable roles of
keepers of books.”

Another point in overdoing can be
controlled by the frequency of use ot
these resources. If they are constantly
used to introduce book materials, chil-
dren’s interest will be killed. What a
careful teacher/librarian should do is
to space out the use of the various
media and alternate them with any of
the points discussed above.

The careful manipulation of the
various ways of combating poor read-

ing Kabits among our children in itself,
can be very exciting to a regular group
of children. Moreso, children’s parti-
cipation can be .periodically tested
through book reports, og,quizes which
may invariably attract some physical
rewards.

Li brarx Week

Library week or other library acti-
vities in which books are used is .an
invaluable method of inducing child-
ren to read for pleasure, By library
week is meant a week set aside by a
particular library -during which books
and other materials are put on display.

It normally occurs during the same
time every year. During the library
week, books and other reading mate-
rials should be on display according
to certain groupings e.g. subject area,
by author, illustrator, etc.

Children should be allowed to parti-
pate actively in the selection, organisa-
tion and arragnement of the books.
They should be led into understanding
the rationale. behind the choice of
particular groupings for the display.

As one writer once said, ‘“one of
the best ways to get appropriate read-
ing materials for children is to make
them (i.e. reading materials) with their
help”. In the same vein, children can
be made to help in the making of
lables or signs for the exhibitions, or
even in setting up stands etc.

They ean also be encouraged to
accompany visitors. who invariably wo-
uld be their parents while moving
around the exhibition stands with the
teacher or librarian assisting where
necessary.

Lending books out to Children

The era of stocking books without
being used or of librarians being mere
custodians of books had gone. What-
ever books are provided in the schvol
library should be properly used so as
to justify the money, time and effort
expended on them from the publisher
through the librarians to the shelves.

One best way of doing this especi-
ally in the realm of fiction, non-fic-
tion, biographies etc., is to allow child-
ren take them home for a week or so.
Since there may not be many copies
of a particular book in a school lib-
rary the lending time should be limi-
ted to about three days to one week
so as to give everyone an opportunity

of reading through. Periodically child-
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ren should be asked to report on the
books they have read to the class

teacher.
Some librarians fuss about getting

books soiled. Experience has it that
““a well used book'' is known, usualiy
from the tattered and faded cover.

This, however, is not saying that
books or other library materials should
be rough-handled or treated carelessly.
Rough handling or mutilation is an
offence in itself in libraries. Care of
books should be emphasised to the
children during their story hour or
book sharing, periods, even if noispe-
¢ific period is assigned for it on the
school time table.

Therefore the librarian or teacher
in charge of the library should work
hand in hand with the class teachers.
Lists of materials lent out to the child-
ren in their specific grades should be
made available to the class teachers
for use during some of their English
periods as this will not only facilitate
the teacher’s work, but will help deve-
lop some good human and personal
realtianship between the librarian and
the teachers.

What parents can do to help

Ideally, parents should get interest-

ed and involved in their children’s de-
velopment if and when the environ-
ment is condusive to it. To do this,
parents should endeavour to see and
talk with their children’s teachers who
are in a better position to know the
children’s reading standards and who
also would be the best advisers as to
which ’book is good for each indivi-
dual child.
" Teachers may find this a little dif-
ficult task indeed but as the old adage
goes “‘What is worth doing is worth
doing well”’. In short, this is a way of
assisting parents to assist the children.
and in turn the teacher too is helped
to achieve better results.

The value we place on children’s
reading and their after effect in ths
over all education of our children
deserve more painstaking than is nor-
mally offered.

Teacher/Librarian or Library Assi-
stants should compile a short annota-
ted bibliography once a week in the
following age groups 4 — 5, 6 — 8,
9 — 12, 13 — 19 for parents to take
away.

The books so recommended should
be either available in the library or in
nearby bookshops for easy acquisition
by parents. When the librarian has ade-
quately played his part, the parent
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would be required to complement the
effort by acomplishing the following:-

(a) Read aloud to the child every-
day  (usually at bed time)

(b) Fina books and stories that
match his interest.

(c) Surround him with good bo-
oks.

(d) Read novels themselves to
set examples, and

(e) Parents can help bring school
libraries up to the recommen-
ded standard through forming
friends of the library, and
financially supporting the exi-
sting libraries or establishing
new ones.

Conclusion
oot it

| have tried through this brief paper
to enunciate what in my opinion, can
be considered as curative measures for
the poor reading habits among our
children. | have endeavoured to ex-
plain as best as | can, the various me-
thods of administering these measures
in- order to achieve our desired goals.

It is now left for us, librarians,
library assistants, teachers and parents
in whose hands the successes of failu-
res of our children rests, to experiment
these known facts without further de-
lay.

It will not be wise to wait until a
well rounded collection or a profes-
sional librarian is appointed to man
the school collections before imple-
mentation begins.

It is therefore the express duty of
the already existing library assistants
or teachers who are currently taking
charge of school libraries to attempt
to use some of the points discussed
in this paper ta realize some bencfit.

The point discussed may not lend
themselves so easy for use if we (libra-
rians, library assistants and teachers)
do not cultivate the habit of reading
widely and or hunting for fresh ideas
elsewhere whenever we are in doubt.

It is a known fact that the book
collection in any school situation in
this country is not sufficient to cater
for the children. !t may be mentioned
here that where insufficiency arises,
inter-library cooperation between va-
rious school libraries can be practised
in a small scale.

By this method school ‘A’ can con-

veniently borrow or lend books on
other library materials from school.
‘B’ for a period of 2 — 3 weeks. Ex-
change of books is another way of
tackling this problem. With the intro-
duction of the book mobile the pro-
wblem should be further minimized.
What school ‘A’ does can be traded in
for what ‘B’ has in order to make sure
that theé ideas contained in these books
go around.

Much as we all want to be great
advocates of our black culture and
therefore endeavour to sell the books
written by our black authors, we
should not lose sight of the fact that
at present or in five years time the
country cannot boast of being self
sufficient in the supply of gpod qua-
'lity books in the sense we know it, to
our children.

We should therefore not hesitate to
order books from other parts of the
world, books which are wc!l produced
and which will not be detrimental to
the preservation of our cultural heri-
tage. It is easy to make our choice
of books to tally with both our edu-
cational and. cultural backgrounds
from the brief reviews given in the
Publisher’s catalogues etc.

So once again, teachers, librarians,
library assistants and parents, the ball
is in your court.

A GUIDE FOR BOOKTALKERS
1. Do not wait until the eleventh hour
to prepare.

2. Make sure you know how to get
where you are going to speak.

3: Organize your books and equi-
ment.

4. Do not begin to speak until the
audience is ready to listen.

5. State clearly the author and title
of each book you talk about.

6. Speak slowly and clearly.
7. Try not to be monotonous

8. Stand firmly without rocking and
try not to lean.

9. Do not illustrate a book with an ex-
ample or incident applicable to a
class member i.e. a rich class versus
poor class people.

10. Try to know the characters’ names -
in the book.

11. Be flexible enough to wind up quic-
kly.

12. Try not to use difficult words.



