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Just as learning to read is a crucial part of every child’s education, parental influence plays a vital role in
every child’s reading success. Evidence suggests that a focused collaboration between home and school
boosts reading achievement and that children need a boost. According to the 1998 National Assessment of
Educational Progress,only 38 percent of fourth graders across the United States read at the proficient or
advanced level for their grade.1

This issue of The ERIC Reviewfocuses on the developmental path that children typically take when learning to read. Its
purpose is to help you, the parent, take steps to ensure that your child will make the transition from learning to readto
reading to learnby the end of third grade. 

This issue is organized into five major sections. Section 1 addresses how you can participate in activities with your chil-
dren to encourage their language development and familiarity with books from infancy through kindergarten. Section 2
provides ideas on how you can support your children at home as they begin formal reading instruction in the first
through third grades. Section 3 covers what reading tasks children typically accomplish at various levels, why some
children have difficulty learning to read, and how to help children who appear to be underachieving in reading. Section
4 describes how you can work with educators to identify and support high-quality reading programs. Section 5 offers
information about various reading programs, initiatives, and resource organizations as well as advice on using the ERIC
database to get additional information about reading.

In addition, reading activities you can do with your child appear throughout the issue. Although the language used in the
activities is gender specific, all activities are meant for both boys and girls. 

For more information about how you can help your children learn to read, contact

ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading, English, and Communication
Indiana University
Smith Research Center
2805 East 10th Street, Suite 140
Bloomington, IN 47408–2698
Toll Free: 800–759–4723
Phone: 812–855–5847
Fax: 812–856–5512
E-mail: ericcs@indiana.edu
Web: http://www.indiana.edu/~eric_rec

You can also call 1–800–USA–LEARN (872–5327) or visit the U.S. Department of Education’s Web site at
http://www.ed.gov/inits.html#1, where you will find links to the following initiatives:

■ America Reads Challenge ■ America Goes Back to School: Get Involved!
■ Reading Excellence Program ■ Voluntary National Tests
■ The Reading Summit ■ Family Involvement
■ Class Size Reduction and Teacher Quality Initiative

For general information about the ERIC system, including details on how to access the ERIC database and how to 
contact one of the 16 subject-specific ERIC Clearinghouses, call 1–800–LET–ERIC (538–3742), send an e-mail to
accesseric@accesseric.org, or browse the ERIC system’s Web pages at http://www.accesseric.org.

1 U.S. Department of Education. 1999. NAEP 1998 Reading Report Card for the Nation and the States. Washington, DC: Author. (Available online at
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pubs/main1998/1999500.shtml)

The materials in this journal are in the public domain and may be reproduced and disseminated freely. All Web 
addresses appearing in this issue were updated in June 2000. Some addresses may have changed since then.
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Carol Boston is Assistant Director of the
ERIC Clearinghouse on Assessment and
Evaluation at the University of Maryland in
College Park, Maryland.

Introduction

Parents, Children,
and Reading

Carol Boston

Learning to read is one of the essential
tasks of childhood. Many aspects of
school success rest on this foundational
skill. Over the years, researchers and
teachers have recommended many
different ways to teach reading, from
simply exposing children to many
books to using flashcards to drill them
in letters and sounds. Thanks to many
research studies, we now have a good
idea about the balanced approach that
is necessary to teach children to read
well. We also know more about what
kinds of experiences children need at
home and in preschool so that they can
enter elementary school ready to learn
to read.

If you are a parent of a child of any
age, you can help him or her discover
the joys of reading by sharing books
and educational activities. If your child
is in preschool, you can make sure
the preschool is providing him or her
with a wealth of opportunities to hear
stories and play with sounds, letters,
and words. If your child is in the early
grades, you can help him or her get off
to a good start in reading by making
sure that the school provides necessary
reading materials and resources and
that the classroom offers many oppor-
tunities for meaningful reading and for
learning how letters are used to express

sounds and how letters fit together to
make words. As your child’s read-
ing skills improve through the early
grades, you can help him or her im-
prove comprehension and use reading
to learn.

Much of this issue of The ERIC Review
is devoted to practical ways for parents
to support early reading. Some of the
strategies may be familiar, others more
surprising. As a parent, try to remem-

ber that learning to read can be a long
and difficult process for many chil-
dren. However, your encouragement
and support of reading beginning in
your child’s earliest days, coupled with
strong reading instruction at school,
will improve your child’s chances of
becoming a good reader.

This issue of The ERIC Review focuses
on learning to read as a normal part of
your child’s development. As a parent,
you play a critical role in guiding your
child along the developmental path to
reading, which begins in infancy,
winds its way through toddlerhood
and the preschool years, and extends
through kindergarten and the first three
years of elementary school. We in-
clude articles, tips, and activities that
can act as guideposts or mile markers
along the path to reading, so that you
can monitor your child’s progress each
step of the way. We hope this infor-
mation helps you lead your child to
reading success.
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The Six Dimensions of Reading in Grades K–3

Editor’s note: All schools that implement reading strategies under the U.S. Department of Education’s Reading Excellence Act must adhere to
the definition of “reading” listed below.

The term “reading” means a complex system of deriving meaning from
print that requires all of the following:

A. The skills and knowledge to understand how phonemes, or speech
sounds, are connected to print.

B. The ability to decode unfamiliar words.

C. The ability to read fluently.

D. Sufficient background information and vocabulary to foster reading
comprehension.

E. The development of appropriate active strategies to construct
meaning from print.

F. The development and maintenance of a motivation to read.

This information is excerpted from U.S. Department of Education. 1999. Reading Excellence Program Overview. Washington, DC: Author. (Available online
at http://www.ed.gov/offices/OESE/REA)
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How Can I Help My Child Grow As a Reader?

■ Spend 30 minutes a day reading to your child or listening to him or her read.

■ Give your child books as gifts. Pick out books on topics that interest your child.

■ Help your child use the local library and the school library.

■ Learn about how reading is taught in your child’s school. Look for evidence that your child is receiving age-appropriate instruction in
phonemic awareness and has access to interesting, appealing children’s books.

■ Monitor your child’s progress by discussing what he or she is learning and by reviewing homework.

■ Keep in touch with your child’s teachers. Ask how your child is progressing and what you can do at home to support reading instruction.

■ Encourage your child to practice literacy skills in the same way that you would encourage him or her to practice basketball or the piano.
Applaud the practice.

■ Let your child see you and other important adults reading and writing for practical purposes and for pleasure.
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Alphabetic principle: The understanding that there is a system-
atic relationship between letters and sounds. For example, the
word dog contains three letters and three corresponding sounds.

Big Book: An oversize book, usually a picture book, used by the
teacher for reading to a group; its large size allows children to
follow the print and attend to words, letters, and sounds.

Decode: The ability to translate the alphabet letters into recogniz-
able sounds (the letter f makes the /F/ sound).

Direct instruction: A structured, systematic lesson focusing on
a specific skill.

Emergent literacy: The view that literacy learning begins at
birth and is encouraged through participation with adults in
meaningful activities; these literacy behaviors change and even-
tually become conventional over time.

Emergent reading: A child’s pretense of reading before he is
able to read fluently and conventionally. Shows the child’s interest
and motivation in learning to read.

Environmental print: Print that is encountered outside of books
and that is a pervasive part of everyday living.

Family literacy: The different ways in which family members
initiate and use literacy in their daily lives. Family literacy pro-
grams generally emphasize adult literacy skills, early reading
activities, parent-child activity time, and parenting skills.

Fluency: The ability to identify letters and words
automatically.

Phoneme: The smallest units of sound that combine to form
syllables and words (for example, b-i-g, three phonemes).

Phonemic awareness: The ability to recognize spoken words
as a sequence of sounds.

Some Commonly Used Terms Related to Reading
Susan B. Neuman, Carol Copple, and Sue Bredekamp

Phonemic blending: Blending individual sounds to make a word,
for instance, t-o-p to top.

Phonemic segmentation: The process of separating sounds within
a word, for example, top to t-o-p.

Phonics: The relation between letters and sounds in written words or
an instructional method that teaches children these connections.

Phonological awareness: The whole spectrum from primitive
awareness of speech sounds and rhythms to rhyme awareness and
sound similarities and, at the highest level, awareness of syllables
or phonemes.

Predictable books: Books that use repetitive lines and familiar
patterns that make it possible for listeners or readers to know or guess
what is coming next, such as, “Brown bear, brown bear, what do
you see?”

Repeated reading: Rereading a book to enable children to become
familiar with recurring phrases and other predictable language, gain a
better understanding of the story, and acquire vocabulary and con-
cepts they might not grasp on one reading.

Sight vocabulary: Words that are recognized automatically, without
the reader having to sound them out.

Syllable: A unit of spoken language (e.g., rid-dle, two syllables).

Vocabulary: The words of which one has listening and speaking
knowledge.

Whole language: A philosophy of teaching literacy that includes
the use of trade books, with the concurrent instruction in reading,
writing, and oral language, and focuses on meaningful, functional,
and cooperative learning.

This information is excerpted from Neuman, S. B., C. Copple, and S. Bredekamp. 2000. Learning To Read and Write: Developmentally Appropriate Practices
for Young Children. Washington, DC: National Association for the Education of Young Children, pp. 123–125. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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A

This article is adapted from Start Early,
Finish Strong: How To Help Every Child
Become a Reader, by the U.S. Department
of Education.

Section 1

Recent research into human brain
development is proving that parents
truly are their children’s first teachers.
What parents do, or don’t do, has a
lasting impact on their child’s reading
skills and literacy. For example, con-
siderable evidence shows a relation-
ship between reading regularly to a
child and that child’s future reading
achievement (National Research
Council, 1998).

Children develop much of their capac-
ity for learning in the first three years
of life, when their brains grow to
90 percent of their eventual adult
weight (Karoly and others, 1998). A
child’s intelligence, as long as it falls
within a normal range, does not deter-
mine the ease with which the child will
learn to read. Rather, as children grow
and experience the world, new neural
connections are made. This orderly and

lthough formal reading instruction usually begins in first grade, when children

are about six years old, the learning process begins much earlier. This

section of “The ERIC Review” discusses the critical role that parents, child care

providers, and other primary caregivers play in helping very young children establish prereading skills.

Several educational activities are included to help caregivers start children on the path to reading.

Raising Readers: The
Tremendous Potential of Families

U.S. Department of Education

individualized process, varying from
child to child, makes reading possible.

As parents talk, sing, and read to their
children, the children’s brain cells are
literally turned on (Shore, 1997).
Existing links among brain cells are
strengthened, and new cells and links
are formed. This is why infants’ and
toddlers’ health and nutrition, along
with good functioning of the senses,
are so important. The opportunity for
creating the foundation for reading
begins in the earliest years.

Given the course of brain development,
it is not surprising that young children
who are exposed to certain experiences
usually prove to be good readers as
they get older. Just as a child develops
language skills long before being able
to speak, the child also develops liter-
acy skills long before being able to
read (National Research Council, 1998).

How Parents Help
By cooing, singing lullabies, or
reading aloud to a baby, toddler, or
preschooler, parents stimulate their
child’s developing mind and help build
a base for literacy skills. Counting,
conveying number concepts, discuss-
ing letter names and shapes, and
associating sounds with letters are all
relevant to learning to read (Wells,
1985). Researchers studying high
school seniors found that early educa-
tional experiences—such as learning
nursery rhymes, watching educational
television shows such as Sesame
Street, playing word and number
games, and being read to—are all good
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books are appropriate for different
ages and reading levels. If your own
reading skills are limited, consider
joining a family literacy program.
Ask a librarian for picture books
that you can share with your chil-
dren by talking about the pictures.
Tell family stories or favorite folk
tales to your children.

■ Having their eyesight and hearing
tested early and annually. If you
have concerns about your children’s
development, call the early child-
hood specialist in your school
system or consult with your pedia-
trician. If you are concerned specifi-
cally about your children’s reading,
you may want to visit a local uni-
versity reading center or clinic,
where evaluations and assessments
are available at little or no cost to
parents. The federally funded
National Information Center for
Children and Youth With Disabili-
ties (1–800–695–0285) can be a
helpful source for information and
referrals when a child’s disability
affects his or her reading.

■ Limiting the amount of television
and kind of programs your children
watch. Seek educational television
programs or videos from the library
that you can watch and discuss with
your children.

■ Seeking child care providers who
spend time talking with and reading
to children, who make trips to the
library, and who designate a special
children’s reading area.

predictors of later reading ability
(Hanson, Siegel, and Broach, 1987).

Positive parental attitudes toward
literacy can also help children become
more successful readers (Baker, Scher,
and Mackler, 1997). Enthusiasm about
books and reading can be shared
between a parent and child and can
deepen the child’s interest in learning
to read (Snow and Tabors, 1996).

Children who learn from parents that
reading is fun may be more likely to
persist in learning to read when the
going gets tough (National Research
Council, 1998). Some experts believe
that parental emphasis on reading as
entertainment rather than as a skill
helps children develop a more positive
attitude toward reading (Baker, Scher,
and Mackler, 1997).

Most parents understand that play can
enhance learning. Parents can use the
arts—from singing a lullaby to drama-
tizing a favorite story—to help their
children develop early language skills
(Council of Chief State School Offi-
cers, 1998). Music and other language-
rich creative arts can stimulate a young
child’s language and literacy develop-
ment. Dramatic play can develop
vocabulary, concepts, and creativity,
all part of preliteracy skill building.

The Value of Words
Research demonstrates that the size of
a young child’s vocabulary is a strong
predictor of reading—preschoolers
with large vocabularies tend to become
proficient readers (National Research
Council, 1998). Children’s vocabular-
ies can be greatly enhanced by talking
and reading with parents. When par-
ents are unable, grandparents, neigh-
bors, and other adults should step in to
serve as the child’s designated reader
for the day. Being read to is an experi-
ence that children will remember for a
lifetime, and one that will form the
foundation for all future learning.

The Value of Parents
Parents serve as both teachers and role
models in reading. You can help your
young children become readers by

■ Giving them rich language experi-
ences throughout the day beginning
when they are infants. Talk with
them frequently in short, simple
sentences. Name things. Tell sto-
ries, sing songs, recite nursery
rhymes or poems, and describe the
world around them to expose them
to words. Make connections. En-
courage your children’s efforts to
talk with you.

■ Reading aloud to them for 30 min-
utes daily beginning when they are
infants. Ask caring adults to be your
children’s daily reader when you
are unavailable.

■ Keeping reading materials visible
and available throughout the house.
(For suggestions on reading mate-
rials, see “Internet Resources” on
page 46.)

■ Setting up a special place for read-
ing and writing in your home. A
well-lit area filled with lots of good
books and writing materials (for
example, nontoxic crayons, wash-
able markers, paints and brushes,
and different kinds of paper) can
become a child’s favorite place.
Remember that this is your child’s
special area—make sure that he or
she can reach the materials.

■ Visiting the public library often to
spark their interest in books. Help
your children obtain their own
library cards and pick out their own
books. Talk to a librarian, teacher,
school reading specialist, or book-
store owner for guidance about what
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Source
U.S. Department of Education. 1999.
Start Early, Finish Strong: How To
Help Every Child Become a Reader.
Washington, DC: Author. (Available
online at http://www.ed.gov/pubs/
startearly)
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enriched, research-based literacy
environments and identify and remove
possible obstacles to reading success.

Although many parents prefer home-
based child care because of the
family-oriented atmosphere and small
numbers of children, center-based care
is the preference of most parents with
preschool children (Leibowitz, Waite,
and Witsberger, 1988). Because cen-
ters are designed to serve larger groups
of children, they often offer greater

Building Literacy Skills Through
Early Care and Education

U.S. Department of Education

children cared for outside of private
homes increases, from 11 percent of 1-
year-olds to 75 percent of 5-year-olds
(U.S. Department of Education, Office
of Educational Research and Improve-
ment, 1996).

Many studies have established that
high-quality early care and education
lay the foundation for children’s school
success by enhancing cognitive and
language development as well as social
and emotional competence (National
Institute for Child Health and Human
Development, 1997a). More specifi-
cally, a report by the National Re-
search Council (1998) found that early
childhood programs can help prevent
reading difficulties. These programs
can provide young children with

A fact of American family life is that
many young children spend a large
part of their days in the care of some-
one other than a parent. More than
13 million infants, toddlers, and
preschoolers—approximately 60
percent of children under age 6 who
are not enrolled in kindergarten—
receive regular care from adults other
than their parents. And child care starts
early: 45 percent of infants under age
1 are cared for regularly by someone
other than a parent, most often a
relative in a private home. As babies
get older, the likelihood that they will
be cared for by nonparental adults also
increases, from 50 percent of 1-year-
olds to 84 percent of 5-year-olds.
Similarly, the percentage of young
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resources for preschoolers’ literacy
development, such as books, tapes,
and computers.

Additionally, a recent multisite study
found that center-based care is associ-
ated with better cognitive and language
outcomes and a higher level of school
readiness compared with outcomes in
other settings of comparable quality
(National Institute for Child Health and
Human Development, 1997b). How-
ever, not all center-based care is equal.
Children who attended centers that met
professional guidelines for child-staff
ratios, group sizes, and teacher educa-
tion had better language comprehen-
sion and school readiness than children
who were enrolled in centers without
these standards.

Source
U.S. Department of Education. 1999.
Start Early, Finish Strong: How To
Help Every Child Become a Reader.
Washington, DC: Author. (Available
online at http://www.ed.gov/pubs/
startearly)
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Supporting Your Child’s Literacy Development

To support your child’s literacy development, look for caregivers who

■ Converse frequently and informally with babies and children to build vocabulary, strengthen concepts, and enhance language skills.

■ Read to infants even before they can speak, because babies love to listen to voices and will associate books with pleasant feelings.

■ Read to children one on one or in small groups and encourage them to make connections with the characters and stories.

■ Engage children in daily activities to build reading readiness, such as singing nursery rhymes and playing sound, word, and letter games.

■ Use the arts to help children develop language and communication skills.

■ Set up a reading and writing area for children that offers interesting books, including books for and about children with special needs and
books about the children’s languages and cultures, as well as writing tools.

■ Seek continuing education and training in child development and effective teaching practices.

Preschoolers: Differences by Child’s
Age.” Demography 27: 112–133.

National Institute for Child Health and
Human Development. 1997a. Mother-
Child Interaction and Cognitive Out-
comes Associated With Early Child
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National Research Council. 1998.
Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young
Children. Washington, DC: National
Academy Press. ERIC Document Repro-
duction Service No. 416 465.

U.S. Department of Education. 1996.
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Program Participation of Infants,
Toddlers, and Preschoolers. Statistics
in Brief. Washington, DC: Author.
National Center for Education Statis-
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online at http://nces.ed.gov/pubs/
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Language and Literacy Environments in Preschools
Catherine E. Snow, M. Susan Burns, and Peg Griffin

Children live in homes that support literacy development in differing degrees. As a result, high-quality preschool environments can play a vital
role in preparing children for formal reading instruction, preventing later reading difficulties, and ensuring a lifetime of reading success.

Parents and caregivers can create high-quality environments that promote language and literacy
development in children by

■ Spending time in one-on-one conversation with young children.

■ Reading books with children.

■ Providing writing materials.

■ Supporting dramatic play that incorporates literacy activities.

■ Demonstrating the uses of literacy.

■ Maintaining a joyful, playful atmosphere around literacy activities.

This information is adapted from Snow, C. E., M. S. Burns, and P. Griffin. 1999. Language and Literacy Environments in Preschools. ERIC Digest.
Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education. ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 426 818. (Available
online at http://ericeece.org/pubs/digests/1999/snow99.html)

Activity: Books and Babies

Sharing books is a way to have fun with your baby and start him on the road to becoming a reader.

What You’ll Need
■ Cardboard or cloth books with large, simple pictures of things that are familiar to babies

■ Lift-the-flap, touch-and-feel, or peek-through play books (for example, Pat the
Bunny, by Dorothy Kunhardt)

What To Do
1. Read to your baby for short periods several times a day. Bedtime is always a good time,

but you can do it at other times too—while in the park, on the bus, or even at the
breakfast table (without the food!).

2. As you read, point out things that are fun to do in the pictures. Name them as you point
to them.

3. Give your baby sturdy books to look at, touch, and hold. Allow him to peek through the
holes or lift the flaps to discover the surprises.

Babies soon recognize the faces and voices of those who care for them. As you read to your baby, he will form a link between books and
what he loves most—your voice and closeness.

This information is adapted from U.S. Department of Education. 2000. Helping Your Child Become a Reader. Washington, DC: Author.
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Activity: What Happens Next?

Books with words or actions that appear over and over again help youngsters predict or tell what happens next. These are “predictable”
books. Children love to figure out how a story may turn out!

What You’ll Need
■ Books with repeated phrases, questions, or rhymes (for example, Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? by Bill Martin, Jr.)

What To Do
The first activities in the list below work well with younger children. As your child grows older, the later activities let her do more. But you
can keep doing the first activities with her as long as she enjoys them.

1. Read “predictable” books to your child. Teach her to hear and name repeating words, colors, numbers, letters, animals, objects, and
daily life activities. Once she gets to know a book, she may pretend to read it herself.

2. Pick a story that has repeated phrases or a poem that you and your child like. Together, take on the voices of the characters. This
selection from The Three Little Pigs is a good example:

Wolf: Little pig, little pig, let me come in.

Little Pig: Not by the hair on my chinny-chin-chin.

Wolf: Then I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house in!

Your child will learn the repeated part and have fun joining in with you each time it shows up in the story. Pretty soon, she will join in
before you tell her to.

3. Read books that give hints about what might happen
next. Such books will have your child lifting flaps,
looking through cut-out holes in the pages, “reading”
small pictures that stand for words, and searching for
many other clues. Get excited along with your child
as she tries to find out what happens next.

4. When reading “predictable” books, ask your child
what she thinks will happen. See if she points out
picture clues, if she mentions specific words or
phrases, or if she connects the story to something
that happens in real life. These are important skills for
a reader to learn.

This information is adapted from U.S. Department of Education. 2000. Helping Your Child Become a Reader. Washington, DC: Author.
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Activity: Rhyme With Me: It’s Fun, You’ll See!

Rhyming helps children connect letters with sounds.

What You’ll Need
■ Books with rhyming words, games, or songs. Examples of rhyming books include Shake It to the One That You Love the Best: Play

Songs and Lullabies From Black Musical Traditions, by Cheryl Warren Mattox; Read Aloud Rhymes for the Very Young, by Jack
Prelutsky; and Diez Deditos: Ten Little Fingers and Other Play Rhymes and Action Songs From Latin America, by Iona Opie.

What To Do
The first activities in the list below work well with younger children. As your child grows older, the later activities let him do more. But you
can keep doing the first activities with him as long as he enjoys them.

1. Play rhyming games and sing rhyming songs with your child. Many rhyming games and songs
include hand clapping, playing with balls, and playing in groups.

2. Read rhymes to your child. When reading a familiar one, stop before a rhyming word and
encourage your child to fill in the rhyme. When he does, praise him.

3. Listen for rhymes in songs you know or hear on the radio, on television, or at family or other
gatherings, and sing them with your child.

4. Encourage your child to play rhyming games on a computer, if one is available.

This information is adapted from U.S. Department of Education. 2000. Helping Your Child Become a Reader. Washington, DC: Author.

Activity: Story Talk

Talking about what you and your child read together is another way to help her develop language and thinking skills. These discussions
should be fun and informal; you don’t need to plan the talk, discuss every story, or expect an answer.

What You’ll Need
■ Reading materials

What To Do
1. Read slowly to your child and pause occasionally to think out loud about a story. You can speculate, “I wonder what’s going to happen

next!” Or ask, “Do you know what a palace is?” Or point out, “Look where the little mouse is now.”

2. Answer your child’s questions, and if you think that she doesn’t understand something, stop and ask her. Don’t worry if you interrupt
the flow of a story to clarify something.

3. Read the names of the book’s author and illustrator to your child, and make sure that she understands what they do.

This information is adapted from U.S. Department of Education. 1996. Helping Your Child Learn To Read. Washington, DC: Author. (Available online
at http://www.ed.gov/pubs/parents/Reading)
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Activity: Chatting With Children

Continue talking with your child as he moves into toddlerhood. Talking helps him learn language skills and lets him know that what he says is
important.

What To Do
The first activities in the list below work well with younger children. As your child grows older, the later activities let him do more. But you can
keep doing the first activities with him as long as he enjoys them.

1. Talk with your toddler often. When feeding, bathing, and dressing him, ask him to name or find different objects or clothing. Point out
colors, sizes, and shapes.

2. Talk with your child as you read together. Point to pictures and name what is in them. When he is ready, ask him to do the same.

3. Teach your toddler to be a helper by asking him to find things. When you’re cooking in the kitchen, give him pots and pans or measuring
spoons to play with. Ask him what he is doing and answer his questions.

4. Whatever you do with your child, talk about it with him. When you eat meals, take walks, go to the store, or visit the library, talk with each
other. These and other activities give the two of you a chance to ask and answer questions such as, “Which flowers are red? Which are
yellow? What else do you see in the garden?” Challenge your child by asking questions that need more than a yes or no answer.

5. Listen to your child’s questions patiently and answer them just as patiently. If you don’t know the answer, have him join you as you look it
up in a book. He will then see how important books are as a source of information.

6. Talk with your child about books you have read together. Ask about favorite parts and answer your child’s questions about events or
characters.

7. Have your child tell you a story. Then ask him questions about the story, explaining that you need to understand better.

8. When your child is able to, ask him to help you in the kitchen. He could set the table or decorate a batch of cookies. A first grader may
enjoy helping you follow a simple recipe. Talk about what you’re fixing, what you’re cooking with, what he likes to eat, and more.

9. Ask yourself if the television is on too much. If so, turn it off and talk!

This information is adapted from U.S. Department of Education. 2000. Helping Your Child Become a Reader. Washington, DC: Author.
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Activity: Look for Books!

Introduce your baby to cardboard or cloth books with big, simple pictures of things she sees every day. Your child might want to chew on or
throw the book at first, but after a while, she will become more interested as you point to pictures and talk about them. When the baby becomes
a toddler, she will enjoy helping you choose books to read to her.

As your child grows into a preschooler and kindergartner, the two of you can look
for books with longer stories and more words on the pages. Also, look for books
with repeating words and sentences that she can begin to read or recognize when
she sees them on the page. By early first grade, add to the mix some books
designed for beginning readers, including some with chapters.

Keep in mind that during these years, children most often enjoy books with people,
things, and places that are similar to those they know. The books could be about
where you live or about parts of your culture, such as your religion, your holidays,
or the way you dress. If your child is interested in special things, such as dino-
saurs or ballerinas, look for books about them. (For more examples of books to
read, see “Internet Resources” on page 46.)

This information is adapted from U.S. Department of Education. 2000. Helping Your Child Become a Reader. Washington, DC: Author.
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Carl B. Smith is Director of the ERIC
Clearinghouse on Reading, English, and
Communication at Indiana University in
Bloomington, Indiana.

Section 2

As you read with your child, you may
sense the value of phonics and associ-
ated decoding skills1 for beginning
readers. Continuing evidence demon-
strates that phonics—an instructional
method that relates letters and sounds
in written words—contributes signifi-
cantly to beginning reading success.
Recent performance tests showed that
large numbers of children fail in
reading when schools don’t teach
phonics systematically.

How can you help your child decode
words as he or she learns to read? This
article shows you several easy activi-
ties that you can do at home to help
your child learn how to use phonics
and other decoding strategies to be-
come a more fluent, effective reader.

f you are reading this sentence with ease, you may have forgotten the steps

involved in learning to read. Perhaps your memories of first grade include

struggling to associate sounds with certain letters or wrestling with a sentence

when it was your turn to read. What you probably didn’t realize was that reading requires a set of com-

plex skills that must be explicitly taught. This section of “The ERIC Review” discusses phonics and

associated decoding skills and includes activities and resources that parents can use to help their chil-

dren acquire basic reading skills in grades 1–3.

Helping Your Child Decode Words
and Gain Meanings

Carl B. Smith

Why Does Phonics
Help?
A study completed a few years ago at
the University of Oregon found that
deficits in phonics explain a significant
proportion of young readers’ problems,
including difficulties with comprehen-
sion. Phonics guides young readers in
figuring out unfamiliar words, giving
them the confidence to decipher words
and find meaning in print.

Beginning reading instruction helps
children see regular patterns in the
alphabet so they can gain a sense of
control over the printed page. Al-
though reading is far more than simply
decoding printed words into spoken
ones, knowing and using phonics give

the reader a strong tool for understand-
ing printed messages.

Building Decoding
Skills
What are children doing when they
repeat the nursery rhyme “Baa, Baa,
Black Sheep”? Or when they playfully
sing out “Yaaba-daaba, yaabadaaba
do”? They are playing with word
sounds. From their earliest years,
children love to experience and ex-
plore word sounds. In a child’s world,

T
H

E



15
Section 2: Reading in the Elementary School Years: First Through Third Grade Vol. 7 Issue 2, Summer 2000

playing with sounds that rhyme, with
funny sounds, and with “yucky” sounds
is a way to learn sound-spelling patterns.

Decoding skills build on the essential
understanding that the printed page
contains a message, a story, and an
organized thought. Parents typically
convey the pleasure of a story to their
children when they read to them, show
them the pictures, point out words, ask
questions about the events in the story,
or express pleasure or sadness. These
important experiences help children
understand that gaining information
and/or experiencing feelings are the
objectives of reading.

More Than
Pronunciation
Learning to read is more than just a
pronunciation game. Once parents
understand that it’s also a search for
meaning, they can use phonics and
other skills to determine meaning as
efficiently as possible. Suppose your
child is reading a story with the fol-
lowing example:

Sam bunted to first base.

Sam is the main character, but your
child seems stumped by the word
bunted. He or she knows that the story
is about a baseball game and knows
intuitively that a verb is needed (Sam
did something to first base). If your
child relied upon only his or her knowl-
edge of baseball and the sense that a
verb is required, he or she could choose
any number of words that make sense:
Sam ran, hit, walked, etc., to first base.

With phonics knowledge, your child has
a better chance of being able to read the
word correctly. For example, if he or
she knows that the word begins with the
/b/ sound, it can’t be ran, hit, or walked.
That clue alone can direct your child’s
thinking and lead him or her to look for
additional ways to figure out the word.
Knowing that Sam bunted gives your
child a clearer sense of the action.

Whenever your child stumbles on an
unfamiliar word, use the series of
questions in the box on this page to help

him or her establish a pattern of think-
ing. As soon as your child gets the
correct word, he or she should continue
reading.

When your child stumbles on a famil-
iar word, you can offer quick cues to
help him or her remember the word,
how it’s pronounced, and what it
means. Build on your child’s existing
knowledge, and don’t try to make the
word into a complex lesson. Simply
attend to the immediate need and move
ahead with the reading.

A Sequence for
Learning Phonics
Parents often ask whether certain
sound-letter relationships should be
taught before others. No prescribed
teaching sequence will ensure a perfect
path to decoding success. Generally,
start with simple relationships, such as
the sound-symbol correspondences of
consonants (for example, b, c, d, f, and
g) and the short sounds of vowels (see
the box at the top of page 16). Build on
those simple relationships by gradually
introducing more complex sound-
spelling patterns, such as consonant
clusters (for example, dr, bl, gr, ch,
and sh).

Suppose your child is reading a story
about a boy named James who was
sent home after a scuffle with another
boy. James doesn’t want his mother to
see him in torn clothes. Your child

stumbles on the word sneaked in the
following sentence:

James ran home and sneaked
into his room so his mother
would not see him.

After you give your child a clue by
asking how the word begins, he or she
may respond quickly that the word is
sneaked. “Good!” you say. “Keep on
reading.” But if your child struggles
with the word, ask whether he or she
remembers what sound the /ea/ repre-
sents. Your line of questioning should
aim toward helping your child become
an independent learner by using the
language cues he or she already knows.

Here is a sequence for teaching phon-
ics that has worked for many teachers.
As a parent, you can expand this
sequence to meet the individual needs
of your child. Your child’s teacher may
also have materials that you can use at
home to help your child practice the
patterns taught at school.

Help your child:

1. Match rhyming words; for example,
fat, cat, and bat; and ride, hide, and
wide.

2. Identify the sounds of consonants at
the beginning of words and the
letter symbols used to represent
them; for example, /b/ bat, /s/ sun,
/t/ top, /k/ kite, and /p/ pipe.

3. Identify the sounds of consonants,
and the letter symbols, at the end of

Parent Tip: Helping Your Child Read
Unfamiliar Words

Encourage your child to use the following line of questioning when he or she is stumped
by an unfamiliar word:

1. What word makes sense in the particular context?

2. How does the word begin? Can I figure out the word if I know how it starts?

3. Are there spelling patterns that can help me sound out the word? If I can hear the
sounds, can I figure out the word?

4. I still can’t figure it out. Whom can I ask for help?
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helping your child learn to read, see
Section 5: Initiatives and Resources,
beginning on page 39.

Note
1 Decoding means figuring out the
correct pronunciation of a word based
on the knowledge of how spelling and
sound work together.

words. For example, you can hear
the sound of /b/ at the end of words
such as cab and crib, and the sound
of /d/ at the end of words such as
bed, hid, and bad.

4. Identify the short vowel sounds that
can be heard in the middle of words
such as cap, red, hot, him, and cup.
The vowel sound is usually short in
words or syllables that have the
consonant-vowel-consonant spelling
pattern.

5. Identify words with a long vowel
sound by the silent e at the end of
the word; for example, made, hide,
hope, and cute.

6. Identify the long vowel sounds that
occur in words with certain double
vowels; for example, maid, meet,
trial, and boat.

Where Can I
Find Help?
It is unrealistic to expect all reading
skills to develop at the same time. As a
parent, you can encourage your child if
he or she is frustrated by slow progress
by pointing out that reading incorpo-
rates many skills that develop gradu-
ally over months and years.

Your greatest source of guidance is
your own wellspring of experience.
Explore the English language with

your child. When he or she has a
problem, ask yourself, “How would I
figure out a similar problem?” Then
lead your child in that direction. You
do not need to know all the technical
phonics terms to be able to help your
child. Of course, when you get stuck,
you can seek help from your child’s
teacher or from books or tapes that
discuss the sound-symbol patterns and
that can help you prepare to work with
your child. For more ideas about

/b/ bed /p/ pop
/c/ cat /q/ quit
/d/ dog /r/ red
/f/ fish /s/ sun
/g/ goat /t/ top
/h/ hot /v/ vat
/j/ jump /w/ wish
/k/ kite /x/ x-ray
/l/ lip /y/ young
/m/ mud /z/ zip
/n/ nose

Sounds Corresponding to Letters
of the Alphabet

Long Short
/a/ made mad
/e/ Pete pet
/i/ bite bit
/o/ hope hop
/u/ cute cut
/y/ cry gym

The Role of Sustained Silent Reading

Every child needs regular time to read silently and contemplate ideas at his or her own pace—a private time to enjoy reading in a personal way.

A supplementary reading activity called sustained silent reading (SSR) allows students to select their own materials and read without interrup-
tion at a set time each school day. You can visit with your child’s teacher or principal to discuss including SSR in the school’s program. In
addition, why not set a time for SSR in your home?

Methods for Success

The success of SSR is largely determined by the modeling behavior of adults. Parents must become engrossed in reading so that they are not
interrupted by minor disturbances, and they should be enthusiastic and spontaneous about sharing their reactions to the book with their
children. It is important for parents to model SSR when their children are young, because elementary students may be more likely than second-
ary students to model their parents’ behavior and develop a positive attitude toward SSR.

Improved reading comprehension and word recognition begin to evolve after six months of SSR. To be effective, therefore, SSR must become a
regular activity in your house and should occur at least once a week.

Consonants Vowels
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Using Phonics To Help Your Child
Identify Words

Carl B. Smith

The alphabet is a set of visual symbols
that represent speech sounds. Early in
learning to read, a child must learn
how to decode the alphabet: how to
translate the symbols into sounds and
vice versa. As your child develops and
becomes more skilled in handling
written language, his or her decoding
skills become more and more auto-
matic. However, before this can
happen, he or she must master the
connection between language that is
heard and language that is seen.

Sample Phonics
Exercises
Phonics guidelines teach children to
decode written words into the sounds
they represent. You can do the follow-
ing activities with your child:

■ Connect the sound and the letter.
Make the sound of the letter you
are teaching, and have your child
imitate what you do. Show him or
her how your mouth is shaped and
how your lips and tongue move
when you form the letter. For
example, you might contrast the
part the tongue plays in making the
/d/ sound with the role of the lips in
forming the /p/ sound, as in dog and
pet in the example “I have a pet
dog.”

■ Show the link between the sound
of a word and its written form.
It’s best to use short words when
explaining sound-letter connections.
Because word sounds appear only in
whole words, always demonstrate
sound-letter connections in real
words. For example, the sounds of
the letters b, u, and g will make

more sense if combined into the
word bug.

■ Change letters to show changes in
sound. Use a series of words such
as the following to show how small
changes in sound make a new word:

◆ bit, bat

◆ bat, cat

◆ cat, cab

◆ cab, car

As you can see, after each change,
the last word in the pair becomes
the first word in the next pair. The
child learns that different letters
represent different sounds, and
different sounds change meanings.

■ Use words that rhyme. As a child
tries to find rhyming words, he or
she becomes aware of words that
have the same middle and ending
sounds. Give your child a word and
ask him or her for words that rhyme
with it. You can approach this as a

variation of the previous drill and
ask your child to make rhymes by
substituting the first letter in a word
with other letters:

◆ ran, can, man

◆ fin, pin, win

◆ stop, hop, shop

■ Use word beginnings and endings.
Sometimes your child will figure
out a word by looking at the first
and last letters and thinking about
what sounds they represent. Context
clues can help, too. For example, a
child may not recognize the word
sofa, but he or she can sound out the
s and o and figure it out from the
rest of the sentence: “The boy sat
down on the big sofa.”

The general theme of phonics (decod-
ing) is that English spelling is consis-
tent enough to help readers with most
words. It’s important to remember
that the goal is to enable your child to
use phonics in reading, not to encour-
age him or her to recite rules from
memory.

Source
Smith, C. B. 1991. Help Your Child
Read and Succeed: A Parent’s Guide.
Bloomington, IN: ERIC Clearinghouse
on Reading, English, and Communica-
tion. ERIC Document Reproduction
Service No. ED 339 028.

This article is adapted from Help Your Child
Read and Succeed: A Parent’s Guide, by
Carl B. Smith.

Carl B. Smith is Director of the ERIC
Clearinghouse on Reading, English, and
Communication at Indiana University in
Bloomington, Indiana.©
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Activity: Write On!

Reading and writing support each other. By encouraging your child to write, you will also help him improve his reading skills.

What You’ll Need

■ Pencils, crayons, or markers

■ Writing paper or a notebook

■ Paste

■ Construction paper

■ Safety scissors

■ Cardboard or heavy paper

■ Hole punch

■ Yarn or ribbon

What To Do

The first activities in the list below work well with younger children. As your child grows
older, the later activities let him do more. But you can keep doing the first activities with him
as long as he enjoys them.

1. Write with your child. From the time he is almost a preschooler, he will learn a lot about
writing by watching you write. Talk about your writing with him so that he can begin to
understand that writing means something and has many uses.

2. Have your young preschooler use his way of writing—perhaps just a scribble—to sign birthday cards or make lists.

3. Ask your preschooler to tell you simple stories while you write them down. Question him if you don’t understand something.

4. Encourage your preschooler to write his name, and practice writing it with him. Remember, at first he may use only the first letter or two of
his name.

5. Understand that when your child is in kindergarten, he will begin to write words the way he hears them. For example, he might write haf
for have, frn for friend, and Frd for Fred. Ask him to read his “writing” to you. Don’t be concerned with the correct spelling; he will learn
that later.

6. Hang a family message board in the kitchen. Offer to write notes there for your child. Be sure that he finds notes left for him there.

7. Help your child write notes to relatives and friends to thank them for gifts or to share his thoughts. Encourage relatives and friends to
answer your child with a note.

8. As your child gets older, ask him to write longer stories. Ask questions that will help him organize the stories. Answer his questions about
letters and spelling.

9. Turn your child’s writings into books. Paste his writings on pieces of construction paper. Make a cover out of cardboard or heavy paper and
add his drawings, a title, and his name as the author. Punch holes in the pages and cover, and bind the book together with yarn or ribbon.

This information is adapted from U.S. Department of Education. 2000. Helping Your Child Become a Reader. Washington, DC: Author.
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Reading Resources

Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children, by the National Research Council

This landmark 1998 report synthesizes the wealth of research on early reading development. It provides an
integrated picture of how reading skills develop and how reading instruction should proceed. The book in-
cludes recommendations for practice and further research. Hardcover copies are available for $35.95 plus
shipping and handling from the National Academy Press at 1–888–624–8373. The full text of this book is also
available free of charge on the Web at http://books.nap.edu/catalog/6023.html.

Starting Out Right: A Guide to Promoting Children’s
Reading Success, by the National Research Council

This guide is a practical manual for parents, teachers, and child care providers. It explains how children learn
to read and how adults can help prevent reading difficulties in early childhood and the primary grades. Copies
are available for $14.95 plus shipping and handling from the National Academy Press at 1–888–624–8373.
The full text of this book is also available free of charge on the Web at http://books.nap.edu/catalog/6014.html.

Learning To Read and Write: Developmentally Appropriate Practices for Young Children,
by Susan Neuman, Carol Copple, and Sue Bredekamp

This book provides developmentally appropriate, research-based strategies for promoting children’s literacy
learning in preschool, kindergarten, and elementary classrooms and in infant/toddler settings. Alive with class-
room photos and children’s work, the book offers crystal-clear guidance and exciting ideas that can be used to
help young children on the road to reading and writing competence. Print copies are available from the National
Association for the Education of Young Children for $10␣ plus shipping. To order, call 1–800–424–2460, ext. 604,
or 202–232–8777, ext. 604.

Some states have developed their own standards for what children should learn in the area of reading. You can find out more about state
standards in reading/language arts (and content and performance standards in general) from your local elementary school or from the Web
sites listed below.

■ Achieve, Inc.
http://www.achieve.org
This Web site offers a database of state and international standards. Achieve, Inc., is an independent, bipartisan, not-for-profit organiza-
tion formed in 1996 by governors and corporate executives to help states establish high standards for student performance.

■ Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning
http://www.mcrel.org
This Web site, sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education, offers several articles about standards-based education and an online
version of Content Knowledge: A Compendium of Standards and Benchmarks for K–12 Education, Second Edition, by John S. Kendall
and Robert J. Marzano. This publication contains more than 600 pages on the identification and articulation of content standards and
benchmarks.

■ Putnam Valley Central Schools
http://putwest.boces.org/standards.html
This Web site contains an annotated list of Internet sites with K–12 education standards and curriculum frameworks that are indexed by
state and subject area. This site is sponsored by Charles Hill and the Putnam Valley Schools in New York.
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What Makes Children
Underachievers in Reading?

Beth Greene

This article is adapted from “What Makes
Our Kids Underachievers?” by Beth
Greene.

Beth Greene is Manager of Journal
Columns at the ERIC Clearinghouse on
Reading, English, and Communication
at Indiana University in Bloomington,
Indiana.

Underachievement, as most people
define it, is based on test scores. When
a student scores below the level that
“everyone” expected him or her to
reach—and this is a fuzzy issue be-
cause of differing expectations—then
the student is presumed to be below
average and, therefore, an under-
achiever.

What is underachievement in reading?
Like many education questions, this
one has no single or simple answer.
Even the experts do not agree. How-
ever, some consensus exists regarding
several factors—including physical,
environmental, emotional, and intellec-
tual—that can lead to underachieve-
ment in reading.

Physical Factors
Many students who experience reading
difficulties have problems with their
eyesight or hearing. Vision and audi-
tory problems need to be detected
early, and parents should have their
children examined before they enter
school.

Any persistent or chronic illness can
also negatively affect reading. For
example, students with asthma may
miss many days of school because of
illness and, therefore, may miss many
lessons covering specific reading
skills. Asthma doesn’t make a child an
underachiever, but missing too many
days of school can.

Environmental Factors
The environment in which a child
learns can also affect reading achieve-
ment. Children spend much of their
time at school, where they form rela-

tionships with administrators, teachers,
counselors, and other students. The
most important relationship for read-
ing is the student’s relationship with
the teacher. Sometimes inadequate or
inappropriate instruction (for example,
too much emphasis on one type of in-
struction, too few options, or too little
variety in approach) causes under-
achievement in reading.

Parents should get to know their chil-
dren’s teachers to familiarize them-
selves with the instructional methods
being used and to express any concerns.
Teachers need to gear their teaching to
the ways in which individual students
learn. What works well for one child
does not always work well for others.
One child may seem to be a “natural”
reader, but another may need to ap-
proach reading by way of music or
sports, in groups or in solitude.

A child’s home environment also plays
an important part in reading achieve-
ment. Children should become ready to
read before they enter school. Those
who see their parents and others
reading and those who are surrounded
by books and magazines in a print-rich
environment are more likely to read.
Being read to and with helps children
make the connection between the
spoken and written word. Although
families are under all kinds of stress
today, such as divorce, remarriage, and
relocation, parents should strive to read
with their children every day to pro-
mote and monitor their children’s
reading readiness and achievement.
Parents need to be alert for school-age
children who are not yet ready to read.

Another important environmental
factor in reading achievement is the

child’s cultural background. Increas-
ingly, children come from homes in
which the spoken language, or first
language, is not English. These chil-
dren may be at a disadvantage in terms
of reading readiness when they enter
kindergarten or first grade in American
schools. Although much debate exists
about how to educate these children,
parents should find out what accom-
modations their neighborhood schools
make for children who have little or
no proficiency in spoken or written
English.

The major environmental factor that
works against reading achievement
is poverty. Because parents living in
poverty must devote so much time and
energy to securing the basic needs of
food and shelter for their families, their
children may not have had many early
literacy experiences before entering
school. In addition, children who have
had to learn to take care of themselves
at an early age may find it difficult to
adjust to school rules and procedures,
reading groups, and silent reading.

Emotional Factors
Many children who are underachie-
vers in reading also have poor social
skills—that is, they do not interact well
with other people, are not popular with


