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Many of the courses taught at the college level 
are extremely reading intensive; covering as many 
as seven chapters over a two-week time span. 
Reading the textbook in courses such as these is the 
foundation on which success is built. So, how can 
instructors get students to read? Faculty teaching 
in the College of Business at a large private 
university located in the Southwest United States 
set out to unpack this mystery and explore ideas to 
ensure that students have the tools and resources to 
be successful in class—and to start holding them 
accountable for their own reading.	
THE WHAT AND THE WHY

The what is the college textbook. The why is 
because instructors want students to be successful. 
After all, it’s not about the instructor; it’s about 
the students. Yet, research shows that students 
are reading less (Baier, Hendricks, Warren 
Gordon, Hendricks, & Cochran, 2011). So how can 
instructors engage students with the textbook? This 
is a question that has challenged instructors for 
generations, and has led them to actively explore 
strategies that ignite interest among students to 
crack open their textbooks (Fleck, Richmond, 
Rauer, Beckman, & Lee, 2017). 
Reading Is Not A ‘Spectator Sport’

Prior to addressing tips, tricks, and best 
practices to get students to read, the importance 
of reading the textbook must first be underscored. 
Reading enhances the learning of content and 
serves as the second professor. Reading improves 
the comprehension of the content (Ryan, 2006). 
The more an individual reads about a content 
area, the more they will able be to synthesize and 
apply that content (Shenkman, 2002). In addition, 
reading improves vocabulary and writing skill 
(Heavenridge, 2015). Critical thinking skills are 
engaged and further developed through reading 
(Mendenhall & Johnson, 2010), all of which 
prepare a student for graduate school and career; 

not to mention personal development.
Why Students Don’t Read

It’s no secret that students do not always 
complete their weekly reading assignments, and 
there are plenty of reasons for why that happens. 
In today’s world of fast information, many younger 
students do not enjoy sitting down to read a 
traditional textbook. They have too much on their 
plates between classes, friends, and work. They may 
not have the time management skills to balance it 
all. Students also tend to focus on what earns them 
points in class. Sure, reading helps students reach a 
higher level of understanding to earn them a better 
score on assignments or exams, but instructors 
are not awarding points for simply completing the 
reading. Finally, they believe that instructors will 
tell them everything that they need to know. A 
question often asked by students, “Is there a study 
guide for the exam?” For most instructors, it is too 
many times to count!

A study by Baier et al. (2011), found that only 
24.8% of students actually completed the weekly 
reading before coming to class. Even worse, 18.7% 
did not complete the reading at all (Baier et al., 
2011). In the same study, they found that a shocking 
89.1% of students surveyed thought they could earn 
a C or better without doing any of the reading (Baier 
et al., 2011). This information makes it all the more 
apparent that instructors need to help and motivate 
students to complete the assigned readings. 
How Do You Help?

How do instructors know where to start in this 
process? The first step is to make the expectations 
clear. Starting the class with clear and upfront 
expectations is always helpful. Do not just tell 
students that they need to read; tell them why. Have 
tough exams in class? Make it clear that reading 
the chapters is the place to start for studying. Let 
students know that every single aspect of a term 
or concept may not be discussed in class and that 
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exams can cover everything in the texts. Do the 
same for assignments and discussions.

Communicate those expectations in a way 
that works for each class. It can be in the syllabus, 
in acknowledgement posts at the start of class, 
or in weekly check-ups with students. Make it 
clear that reading a college level text takes time 
and effort and that students need to dedicate 
themselves appropriately. Many instructors have 
the expectation that students should be citing and 
referencing the text in discussion forum posts and 
participation. Make reading expectations clear 
from the start. Also, if those are the expectations, 
make sure to model it as well. Cite, reference, and 
use direct examples from the text to not only model 
good academic behaviors, but also to encourage 
students to do the same. However, it is important 
to avoid using reading as busy work (Baier et al., 
2011). Evaluate the readings and focus on what is 
important and valuable. 
THIS IS HOW WE DO IT

Technology is an awesome tool for learning; 
that is if online educators choose to continue to 
stretch and improve how content is provided. 
Textbooks are provided both electronically and 
in paper format; however, the challenge remains 
to get students to actually read them. Instructors 
in the College of Business at a private Christian 
University located in the Southwest United States 
have begun to explore and implement technology 
in their online and face-to-face classrooms to 
encourage students to read the textbook. Below, 
six best practices are described that have proven 
beneficial to students and inspired them to read.
Three Tips for Success from a Student

Read the textbook—analyze and apply 
concepts—use all resources. These were the 
recommendations from Steven, a university 
student who just aced his organizational behavior 
course—a course widely understood among his 
peers as one of the most challenging in the business 
program. Steven presented these tips in a brief, 
three-minute Loom video for online students in 
which he details exactly how he got that “A.”

In another three-minute Loom video clip, 
Antwon, a student who also recently completed 
the same course, shared his tips for success in in 
the same course which he completed on campus. 
In his video, he highlights tips for success which 

included being proactive, participate, and attend 
exam review sessions. 
How to Read the Text Like You Mean It

One way to get students to read the text is to break 
it down in simple steps. Anderson (2013) suggested 
a four-step process in her article, “Four Steps to 
Reading a Textbook Quickly and Effectively.” She 
suggested starting with the questions in the back 
of the chapter first, then reading the summary, 
reviewing the headings, and finally reading the 
introduction (Anderson, 2013). The author also 
suggested reading for big ideas and then focusing 
on the details (Anderson, 2013). If done correctly, 
students should have to read the chapter once, 
while reading their notes multiple times. This is 
definitely a new strategy for many students and 
will certainly take some time to get used to, but it 
is worth the practice! Anderson (2013) stressed that 
while this does have an adjustment period, it will 
save time and ensure that students fully understand 
each chapter.

Making a video outlining this process with an 
actual textbook can be incredibly helpful. Walking 
students through these steps in a Loom video with 
the textbook on the screen will help them visualize 
the process and understand how to get started. A 
short video, focusing on the first chapter works 
well, as students can try this process right away. 
Keep it concise and add personalized tips in as well. 
Make the video once and have it ready to share at 
the start of each class. 
Chapter Lecture Slides

Get creative! Help students see the connection 
from the text. Slides should enhance, not replace. 
Remember the goal here is to drive the student to 
the textbook to get more information. Recommend 
that students use the chapter lecture slides and 
take notes in the notes section while reading the 
textbook. One best practice would be to create one 
PowerPoint for each chapter if there are multiple 
reading assignments per week. This will help the 
student to break the content into smaller pieces and 
to be able to easily access each chapter. In addition, 
it will keep students from getting overwhelmed.
Chapter Highlight Videos

Often, instructors give students a reading 
assignment, and then find out after the fact that they 
haven’t read the assigned readings. Students may 
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be challenged to stay focused and find it difficult 
to follow along as they read. To combat this, 
instructors can create “Chapter Highlight Videos,” 
using a web enhanced video recording such as 
Loom. These mini-lecture videos can then be 
easily posted in the course announcements within 
the Learning Management System (LMS). One 
benefit of using this type of Web tool, is that the 
settings can be pre-set so that every time a video is 
viewed, the faculty member receives a notification. 

Each chapter highlight video is approximately 
10 minutes in length, and covers a section of the 
chapter. Generally speaking, it will take anywhere 
from two to four highlight videos for each chapter 
in the textbook. When creating the video, it is 
recommended to start with an overview of what 
will be covered in the clip. In addition, this is a 
good time to encourage students to follow along 
using their textbook, and to take notes either on 
the slides provided, or in their notebooks. Then the 
lecture can begin! At the end of the lecture it is 
important to provide a summary to highlight what 
was covered.
Knowledge Checks

Many textbooks offer end-of-the-chapter 
questions that can be used by students as a 
temperature check of their mastery of concepts. 
Provide these as a review resource for students and 
explain how they can be used to prepare for the 
exam. One useful approach is to create PowerPoint 
slides for each question with the question/answer 
provided in the notes section of the slide. Slides 
may be reviewed to quiz the student on questions 
and answers. 

Another approach would be to use an online 
quiz tool such as Kahoot! Questions can be loaded 
into the online interactive platform to create an 
interactive quiz that may be reviewed by students. 
Encourage students to use the textbook initially to 
find answers that they don’t know. Then encourage 
students to test their understanding without the 
textbook and track the questions missed. Then re-
read the sections of the textbook where concepts 
were missed. 
Use the Text

This is an area in which instructors can really 
let textbooks shine! There are great aspects of just 
about every textbook; instructors just need to find 
them. There are a few ways to get started here, 

and instructors can determine what works best for 
students and the content in each course. 

Start by finding something interesting that 
relates to current events or pop culture. Is there 
a term in a particular week that can be tied to 
something that students will be excited to talk 
about? If so, pull it out into a great post or discussion 
forum topic. Do not give everything away about the 
term, but rather introduce the term and link it to the 
textbook. Once students have responded, follow up 
with another term from the text. Think of it almost 
like a scavenger hunt. Also, stress that these terms 
are important to know and understand for future 
exams and assignments.

Another aspect that can be interesting for 
students are case studies. These are usually found 
in most textbooks and can help students better 
relate concepts to real world situations. Again, 
the key is to make students actually read the case 
studies and understand the terms presented. Start 
with a simple post about the case study, letting 
students know what page they can find it on. Give a 
little background, but avoid giving away too much. 
Remember, the goal is for instructors to get students 
to actually open the text. Keep the posts interesting, 
and keep following up as students respond. This is 
the key! Drive the conversation back to the reading 
again and again. Instructors can make this more 
fun by being mindful of their tone and keeping the 
conversation lighthearted and casual. Update your 
subject lines in your online conversations to reflect 
terms and pull students into the conversation. 
CONCLUSION

Reading a college textbook can be 
overwhelming, scary, and downright awful for 
some students. Using the suggestions mentioned 
above can help ease these fears and make the 
process more learning intensive and interesting 
for students. While the initial creation and 
implementation of these resources takes time, most 
of these resources can be used time and time again, 
making the instructors job easier and increasing 
student learning and engagement in class. 
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