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Meet the authors

We are parents, grandparents, teachers, researchers, lecturers, authors and consultants who have a passionate interest in how children learn to read and how to keep them reading.

As newly qualified teachers working in secondary schools in London and Kent, we realized that many pupils were not fluent readers and many more did not like reading. This led to a lifelong interest in how to give children the best start to reading. When teaching A level pupils we had thought that the greatest job satisfaction came when ‘our’ pupils achieved the grades they needed to get to university. That was before we had our own children! Then we realized that the most exciting teaching experience in the world is helping your own children make their first tentative steps on the road to becoming a reader … and every parent has the thrill of sharing this journey. Not that it is without its ups and downs!

The good news about providing the foundation for your child to become a fluent reader is that it is one of the most satisfying roles of parenting. You only need to spend time from the earliest days talking to your baby, playing language games, enjoying rhymes together, sharing books with your toddler and working with the school as your child begins to read, and you will be doing everything right (and having a lot of fun in the process!).

Most parents are understandably anxious about how to give their child the best start in reading. We feel that our wealth of experience means we can reassure parents and share our expertise, so they can stop worrying and start to enjoy helping their child to become a reader.

Dee Reid and Diana Bentley


1: Only got a minute?

Every parent wants their child to become a successful and confident reader. The good news is that most children do exactly this, although the pace of progress varies from child to child. The journey to becoming a reader is one best taken in a partnership between school and home. Knowing you should help is one thing, knowing how to help is quite another! This book has a wealth of suggestions to help parents provide the best support for their child (and enjoy doing it!).

Reading starts from talking. Tuning children in to the sound of spoken words is the perfect preparation for reading. Parents should immerse their children in a rich environment of spoken language, playing language games and saying nursery rhymes (traditional and modern).

Parents should read and share books with their children right from the start. Babies as young as one year old can focus on simple picture books and will quickly become familiar with the language if it is read to them many times over. Little fingers also enjoy pointing at pictures and exploring lift-the-flap books.

Between the ages of 3 and 4, children will benefit from being regularly read aloud to. This can be interactive, with children joining in and talking about what they see and hear. Parents can help by pointing at the words as they read. This helps children to make the association between the words they can hear and say and the printed form of those words.

Once your child starts school you can help them by continuing to read to them and being proud of their first steps in solo reading. This book explains in detail how to hear your child read and how to help them if they find something difficult.

As your child progresses as a reader don’t imagine your job is over! They still need your interest and encouragement to develop as readers. Journeying with your child into literacy can be one of the most enjoyable and worthwhile aspects of being a parent.


5: Only got five minutes?

The seeds of parental help with reading need to be sown long before children start formal education. This book gives parents practical advice including suggestions on how to share books and what to read together.

Babies need books! The more time parents can spend sharing and enjoying books with their babies the better the investment in future reading success.

At the toddler stage, regularly sharing books is a very important way of extending our toddler’s vocabulary. The more you share books with your toddler, the more pleasure they will gain from them.

At about the age of two, children enjoy pointing at pictures in books and noticing fine detail – the kitten in the cupboard, or the parrot in the tree. Next comes their ability to follow a simple sequence of actions resulting in a familiar ending – the caterpillar becomes a butterfly. Through sharing books regularly with parents, young children enrich their vocabulary and tune in to the grammar and syntax of written language.

This exposure to language makes children aware of words as combinations of sounds. This is the very first step on the road to becoming a reader, and the beginning of understanding how, when we read, we attach sounds to letters and then blend the sounds to read the word. Playing sound games with your child is perfect preparation for understanding phonics.

Most schools encourage parents to support their child’s reading development by asking them to hear their child practise reading from a school book. These sessions should be fun. Avoid making your child feel under pressure to make progress. As a parent you spend time just with your own child and the book (unlike the teacher), so spend that time ensuring your child understands what they are reading by talking about the book and relating it to their own experiences. This is just as important as slavishly ‘getting the words right’.

As children start to read for themselves there is a tendency for parents to read less to them. However, unless children are enticed into sharing books beyond their own fledgling ability, they may lose the incentive to persevere with reading.

Some children struggle with reading, for many and various reasons. However, there are many things parents can do to help. The first thing is to recognize that your child may be trying their best and it will not be helpful if they feel they are letting you down. Talk to your child’s teacher and discuss how you can best support your child at home. Don’t let reading at home become a battleground – there will be no winners. The school will suggest practical things you can do at home to support their work in school. This may involve extra work with phonics, recognizing words on sight, or spending more time reading and enjoying books with your child.

Some children pick up reading very easily, but then do not choose it as a pastime! What can parents do in this situation? You could provide audio books for them to listen to; or an e-book might raise the status of reading in their eyes (particularly for boys). Remember that some computer games do have a reading component. Encourage your child to play more of these – it’s still reading! Also look out for comics, hobby magazines or a book that links with a film or TV programme that just might strike the right note with your child.

All parents want their children to become happy and confident readers as effortlessly as possible. Spending time with your child enjoying books together will be the foundation for that success.


10: Only got ten minutes?

Scientists tell us that about one half of an adult’s intelligence is developed by the age of four. So the parental role in a child’s intellectual development cannot be underestimated. Children who start school having heard and used thousands of words (and understand what those words mean) and who have had many books read and shared with them will have a distinct advantage.

The first books to share with your baby will need to be durable! Your baby will not be content with just looking at pictures, they will want to touch them and also probably chew them. Choose chunky board books that are small enough for your baby to hold, with clear pictures of objects that your baby will be familiar with – a bottle, a drinker, a teddy, a rattle. Point at the picture, name the object and then talk about it; say, for example: ‘Here’s a rattle like the one you’ve got.’

As your baby becomes a toddler they will enjoy exploring! Books open up new worlds for everyone and no one is more excited by this than the toddler. Books can introduce the concept of a crocodile or a cement mixer or even a talking fox. Reading to your toddler will extend their vocabulary and tune them in to the rich experience of book language.

Every parent appreciates a bit of peace and quiet and toddlers will sit quietly and seemingly absorbed for quite long periods of time in front of the television. But be warned – the experts in child development are worried that watching too much television can be detrimental to a toddler.

Regularly reading aloud to your child gives them the best preparation for learning to read. Children who have been read to will have met hundreds of words that are rarely used in conversation but are common in stories. They will also have come across a much wider range of people and things through the pages of books.

When you visit your child’s nursery or school, ask how you can help your child at home. At school your child will be learning the building blocks of reading – the names of the letters, the sounds the letters make and what some words look like. Turning learning into play is one of the best ways to ensure your child’s co-operation. Playing simple games like ‘I Spy’ can help your child to hear the sound of the letter at the start of a word. It is fun to make up sentences that have lots of things starting with the first letter of your child’s name, e.g. Hannah had a happy holiday.

Your child will bring books from school to practise reading at home. It is important that you set aside a relaxed time for this. Before asking your child to read to you, it is a good idea to look through the book together and talk about the pictures. This helps your child to understand what they are going to read about. When children start reading, their pace is often very slow, and they lose the thread. It will help if they have looked at the whole book before they start looking at the words. Some children find it more relaxing if you start off reading the first couple of pages before they take over. Do not expect your child to concentrate for too long after a busy day at school – perhaps 10 minutes a day, four or five times a week.

A good activity to help children recognize words is to choose a sentence from a book brought home from school, and to write it on a strip of card. Read the sentence with your child and let them watch as you write the words, saying each word as you write it. Challenge your child to read the sentence you have written. Then cut up the sentence into separate words. Can your child rebuild the sentence in the correct order and say the words?

Some children find it more difficult than others to learn to read. The cause of literacy difficulties is one of the most investigated areas of educational research, but none of the experts has come up with fail-safe answers. Feeling that your child is not making the progress that other children are achieving can be very stressful and worrying.

If you are concerned about your child’s reading progress, the first thing to do is to contact the school and ask to have a talk with your child’s teacher. They will have many suggestions about how your child is coping and what you can do to help. The number one message is: Don’t panic! It is natural to be concerned and to want the very best for your child, but this desire should not create an air of anxiety about learning to read because this will definitely hinder progress. One way to reduce the stress levels is to praise the things your child does get right (rather than point out the things they get wrong!). This helps to build your child’s confidence and you may be surprised to discover how many things they are getting right! If your child has had trouble recognizing a particular word, when you have finished the reading session, turn back to the page with the problem word and ask your child to find the word. This is much more likely to result in your child remembering the tricky word than if you were to point at the word and ask them to read it.

It is true that children who find reading difficult may need more practice in reading, but don’t cut down on the times you read to them. If you do that you might also be removing any incentive for your child to persevere with the skills of reading. So the more difficulties your child experiences in learning to read, the more you should spend time at home reading to your child, talking about books and generally making time with books as pleasurable as possible.

Not all children who learn to read go on to become keen readers. Does it matter if a child can read but chooses not to? Yes! If children do not persevere with the habit of reading then, from the point of view of education, two things may result. Firstly, their language development could slow down because they are not meeting new vocabulary in the context of a book; and secondly, their writing development may be seriously affected. Successful writing depends on what we have read, not what we have said.

Parents have a key role to play in encouraging their children to read. However, this reading need not be just school books. Reluctant readers might be tempted by graphic novels with cartoon-style illustrations; choose-your-own-adventure stories; non-fiction books on topics that really appeal to your child; book series linked to films or TV. If all else fails, try bribery! Give your child the challenge of reading five books (of their own choice) within a set period of time. Agree a reward. When they reach the goal celebrate their success. The hope is that as children read more books, the books work their magic and what started as a chore becomes a pleasure.

Most people would agree that it is vital for children to learn to read. It is the role of our schools to teach children to read, but parents have the complementary role of helping to turn those skills into an enjoyment in reading that will nourish their children throughout their lives.
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