
t doesn’t take special training to help your children develop the skills 
that lead to reading. Talk to them, read aloud to them, sing with them, 
and play with them. Through these activities, they will begin to connect

the words they hear with the words they see — and making that connection is
the key to learning how to read. 

Start reading aloud to and talking to your children when they are infants, and
continue as they grow. Play games that involve building, stacking, sorting, and
imagination. And of course, read anything and everything with them — the
more words they hear and see, the more they will learn.

As your children grow, include reading in your everyday activities. Books
and magazines are great for reading, but so are road signs, menus, mail-order
catalogues, cereal boxes, coupons, and dozens of other everyday items.
Whether you are driving or reading a menu, shopping or sorting laundry,
involve your children in what you are doing. You’ll be amazed at how much
they learn along the way.

Share the Power of Reading
Resources
Family Literacy: Young Children Learning to Read 
and Write. Denny Taylor. Heinemann, 1999. $14.95.

Family Storybook Reading. Denny Taylor and Dorothy Strickland.
Heinemann, 1991. $16.

Games for Reading: Playful Ways to Help Your 
Child Read. Peggy Kaye. Pantheon Books, 1994. $14.

Growing Up Reading: Learning to Read Through Creative Play.
Jill Frankel Hauser. Williamson Publishing, 1993. $12.95.

Helping Your Child Learn to Read. Available online at the U.S.
Department of Education’s Web site, www.ed.gov/pubs/
parents/Reading. Free.

Home: Where Reading and Writing Begin. Mary Williams Hill.
Heinemann, 1995. $14.

Ready*Set*Read for Families. Available online at the U.S.
Department of Education’s Web site, www.ed.gov/Family/
RSRforFamily. Free.

Starting Out Right: A Guide to Promoting Children’s Reading
Success. M. Susan Burns, Peg Griffin, and Catherine E. Snow,
editors. National Research Council. National Academy Press,
1998. $14.95. Available online at www.nap.edu.

Zero to Three. Zero to Three is an organization that provides
information about the first three years of life. Its Web site,
www.zerotothree.org, is a great resource for facts and tips 
about how children develop, grow and learn.
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Reading Is Fundamental, Inc. (RIF ®), develops and delivers
children’s and family literacy programs that help prepare 
young children for reading and motivate older children to 
read regularly. Through a national network of teachers, par-
ents, and community volunteers, RIF programs provide books
and other essential literacy resources for children, at no cost to
them or their families. RIF focuses highest priority on the
nation’s neediest children, from birth to age 11.

• Pretending to be someone else — a sailor, a
parent, a superhero, or anyone they choose —
stimulates imagination and exercises language,
the very skills children use to understand and
interpret stories they read.

• Surround your children with toys, blocks, books,
puppets — anything they can play with, touch,
hold, and talk about. Given the opportunity to
play and a variety of props, children experiment,
discover, and learn — all by themselves. You can
join them in these games or participate simply
by asking questions, encouraging them to tell
stories that describe their play, and admiring
what they do and learn.

Encourage Play
For children, any activity can be a game, and all
games are opportunities to learn. Dressing dolls,
molding clay, building a city of blocks, putting
together puzzles, playing house, and sailing ships
through a bubble bath all are activities that build
reading-related skills.
• Fitting pieces in a puzzle board helps children

learn to distinguish shapes and sizes. Later,
they draw on these visual skills to distinguish
letters and words.

• Building with blocks is a first step toward under-
standing how to describe items and how they
relate to each other. Through this play, children
can learn colors as well as words such as under,
on top of, bigger, and smaller.
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Talk to Your Children 

alking to your children is one of the most impor-
tant things you can do to prepare them for read-

ing. Your conversations will teach them new words
and help them learn to talk and listen to others. As
reading experts will tell you, developing these lan-
guage skills is the first step to learning how to read.

Newborns can recognize — and be soothed by
— their parents’ voices. As babies get older, they
get better at imitating sounds until they say their
first “words,” usually their own version of a real
word. Over time, these expressions become recog-
nizable words and then sentences as young children
learn to tell stories, share their ideas, and have real
conversations.

Here are some tips to help make sure your chil-
dren get the most from your conversations.
• Expand vocabulary. Don’t oversimplify your

language or use “baby talk.” Use the words you
use with adults — such as cut, scratch, or wound
instead of boo-boo. Be understanding when your
children mispronounce or misuse new words. It’s
all part of learning. 

• Build language skills. Chat with your children
as you play, run errands, and work around the
house. Encourage them to take part in the con-
versation. Repeat what they say, and expand their
phrases and simple ideas into longer, more com-
plex sentences. For example, if your child says, “I
want the crayon,” you might say, “You want the
green crayon, so you can draw leaves?”

• Encourage imagination. Ask children open-
ended questions that require thoughtful answers.
For example, if you are talking about animals, ask
your children why they think zebras have stripes
or why hippos like to roll in the mud.

• Be a patient listener. Let your preschoolers
ramble while they complete their thoughts —
you’ll build their confidence and help them learn
to express themselves.

Build Skills with Fun

ave fun with your children — and help them 
learn — as you run errands, work around the

house, and play together. Here are some “games”
you might try:
• Singing and rhyming. Around age 2, children

can begin learning the alphabet and singing the
A-B-C song. All they need is someone to encour-
age them. Also try rhyming and singing songs
with repeating words or choruses. They can’t
resist joining in the fun. 

• All sorts of sorting. While you fold the laundry,
ask your toddler to help you sort it by color or
kind of clothing. When you put clean dishes
away, your young helper can separate the forks
and spoons.

• Kids in the kitchen. Let your children help you
cook by shredding lettuce, measuring flour, or
mixing ingredients. Read recipes aloud so they
can follow the sequence, become familiar with
cooking terms, and learn numbers. 

• Spot the savings. Give your children coupons
and ask them to find the matching items as you
shop in the supermarket. They can point from the
cart or pick up items as they walk alongside you.

• In their own words. Ask your children to
describe the pictures they draw, and you can
write their stories, using their words, on the 
artwork. This process will help them connect
printed and spoken words. 

• The write way. Encourage your children to write
themselves, and ask them what they have written.
It may look like a “scribble,” but it probably has
meaning to your preschooler. As their writing
develops, ask them to sign their artwork and add
titles or captions. Hang their writing where every-
one can see it (on the refrigerator, on a wall, etc.)
to show them how important this work is to you.

Read Aloud

eading aloud helps your 
children develop the 

language skills — speaking,
listening, and reading — 
they will use in school and
throughout their lives. In fact,
children who grow up listen-
ing to stories, nursery rhymes,
and poems learn to read more
easily than children who
don’t. Reading aloud also
introduces children to the joy
of reading. The more they
like to read the more they 
will read.

It’s never too soon to start
reading aloud. Many parents
start when their children are
infants and continue long
after their children can read
themselves.
• To make sure you read 

regularly, try setting a spe-
cial time each day when
you’ll read together. 

• Surround your children
with age-appropriate 
reading material and
encourage them to hold
books and turn pages. 
The sturdy pages of board
books, for example, are
perfect for infants’ and 
toddlers’ small hands. 

• Let your children choose
the books you will read
together. 

• Once your children learn 
to read, act as a role model
— let them see you reading.

Provide New
Experiences

ew places and objects 
add to your children’s

vocabulary and can help them
understand the stories you
read together. 

You don’t have to go far
from home to inspire interest
and curiosity. Young children
can get excited by the most
familiar things — especially if
you talk about them.

Visit the airport if your
child is interested in airplanes.
Go to a duck pond and point
out the baby ducks or the
flock of birds flying overhead.
Stop at a construction site
and watch the trucks. After
sun showers, look for rain-
bows together. 

Pointing out details will
sharpen your children’s obser-
vation skills. And reading
books about the things you’ve
seen will help your children
connect the stories with their
own experiences.


