What Parents Need to Know About Raising Readers

Jim Trelease, author or The Read Aloud Handbook, says that giving a kid a passion for reading is like giving a kid a head cold: you cannot give it, if you do not have it. So parents need to understand that the best way to encourage their children to read is to read with and in front of their children as much as possible. It does not take a rocket scientist to raise a reader. All any child needs is a caring parent who is present. Here are some quick tips for parents to encourage their children’s reading development:

Prenatal

· Sound crazy? In one study researchers asked women in the last trimester of their pregnancies to repeatedly read aloud Dr. Seuss’s The Cat in the Hat. Once the babies in the study were born, they demonstrated the ability to distinguish rhyming passages from Dr. Seuss from another book without rhymes. Translation: it is never too early to read aloud to children.

· By the way – babies are naturally attached to their mothers because, among other reasons, they hear their mothers talking. Be an active parent and talk to your baby so she is familiar with you before she is born.

Infants

· Share books that your infant can “man-handle.” These include board books (those made of thicker cardboard), vinyl books and those made out of cloth. Keep in mind that a lot of infants get their first “taste” of reading by literally putting books in their mouths.

· Whenever the time, read books that rhyme. And babies think it’s neat, when their parents repeat. 

Toddlers

· As toddlers can have a limited attention span, it is a good idea to pick out short reading passages. Nursery rhymes, poems and fables are ideal.

· Share picture books with limited text and encourage toddlers to tell their own stories based on the pictures.

Preschoolers

· Movement sells. For example, if you read a book that features a thunderstorm, encourage your child to pat his thighs. 

· Ham it up. Don’t be afraid to look foolish and laugh with your child by using different voices as you read stories together.

Kindergarteners

· Make reading the reward instead of movies, candy and video games by treating your child to library visits, new books from the bookstore, etc.

· Whenever possible, connect stories that you and your child read with experiences from your own lives.

First Graders

· If television is an inevitable part of your child’s life, make a rule that your child must bring you a book to read before watching any television programs. When the television is on, turn on the closed-captioning so your child still sees print.

· Reading is not just books. Supply children with newspapers, magazines, football cards, brochures, etc.

Second Graders

· Talk about your favorite books with your child. Compare stories that you liked when you were his age and what you like to read now.

· Ask your child to dictate stories to you and create books together. Then, “publish” your books (you can laminate stories, knit books and even create professional-quality books using free online software).

Third Graders

· Create a “balanced diet” for your child by exposing him to different genres, such as fiction, non-fiction, poetry, fantasy, etc.

· Encourage your child to write to her favorite author. Children’s authors are notoriously good about responding to their young fans.

Keep in mind that strategies that work with toddlers often work for second graders, so do not get stuck with age-specific ideas. You do not have to wait until third grade to expose your child to different genres. The most important tip is to keep reading fun. Children who love reading tend to love it because they associate it as a special activity between them and their parents.  

Danny Brassell, Ph.D., is a father of three and professor in the Teacher Education Department at California State University-Dominguez Hills. You can get more teaching tips by visiting his website, www.dannybrassell.com.
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