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 Introduction 

 

In their book, Annual Growth for All Students, Catch-up Growth for those who are Behind, 

Fielding, Kerr and Rosier (2007) provide a table from the National Children’s Reading 

Foundation which lists the following targets for incoming kindergarteners: 

 

Language and Reading: 

  enjoys being read to and can retell a story; 

  recognizes and names 10-15 alphabet letters and their sounds; 

  repeats beginning and ending sounds in words; 

  speaks in complete sentences; prints his or her first name; 

  understands 4,000 to 5000 spoken words (p. 206). 

 

These targets “are set at a level that assure entering kindergarten students, making normal growth 

during grades K-3, will be able to read . . . on grade level by the end of third grade without 

remedial or pull-out interventions” (p. 205).  Quite simply, these are the minimum skills that 

students need to have to get off to the best start in school.  Since most teachers do not have any 

contact with the children before the first day of kindergarten, they must rely on the parents of 

those children to make sure these targets are achieved or exceeded.  Though there are plenty of 

books and research articles written about the subject of teaching children to read, our education 

system is still dealing with children who cannot read well at all levels in school. 

 

The Role of Parents in the Education of their Child 

 

The term “parent” is used here to refer to anyone who has primary responsibility over a child.  

Since they are usually the essential caregivers, parents are the “first and most important teachers” 

of children (Padak & Rasinski, 2007, p. 350) .  I am reminded of my own experience in my son’s 

IEP (Individual Education Program) meeting.  My husband and I were accused by the principal 

of not being “team players” because we were pushing hard for services for our son.  My husband 

replied that if we (the IEP team) were to be thought of as a team, then it was important to 

remember that he and I were the owners and managers, since our son was our responsibility and 

everything that affected him affected our family.  He clarified, however, that we did not expect 

the teachers to teach our child without our full cooperation.  If we were to work as a team, we 

needed to be part of the plan and we knew that we must advocate for our son in every way 

possible.  We would work with the teachers and provide any support necessary to make him 

succeed. 

 

To elaborate on the idea of parents as team managers, parents are the people who coordinate all 

the activities in which their child participates.  We immediately think of the obvious: team 

sports, extracurricular activities, etc.; but these are only a fraction of the daily activities parents 

must synchronize.  This coordination varies from the simple question of what time to get up in 

the morning to the complex idea of whether the child needs additional tutoring to succeed in 

school.  As the child matures, more responsibility is taken off the parents and given to the child.  

While children are at school, some of the responsibility falls upon the teacher and staff; however, 

it is still the “team manager’s” job to make sure that the “training” the student is receiving is of 

high quality and effective.  This necessitates parent involvement. 
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In their study on parent involvement in preschool, Arnold, Zeljo, Doctoroff and Ortiz (2008) 

discuss the importance of parent involvement in all years of education.  Though this study is 

done with preschool children, they make the point that there is much research to support that 

there is a positive relationship between parent involvement in school and academic achievement, 

especially preliteracy development, of their children.  “Involved parents likely help build positive 

relationships between children and their teachers, foster positive feelings about school in their 

children, and generally support children’s social and academic development, all of which may 

facilitate learning” (Arnold, et al., 2008, p. 77).  For this study, teachers completed a 

questionnaire rating parents predominately on how involved the parents were with the teacher 

about their student’s experience at school.  This included questions about interactions with the 

parents and parental attitudes toward their child’s education.  Less emphasis was placed on 

parents actually working in the classroom.  The results supported the hypothesis that parents’ 

participation in their child’s preschool experience was related to their preliteracy development.  

Though the study was small, the results were consistent with the studies done with older children 

and reconfirmed the idea that parents are great contributors to children’s success in school.  In 

Collaboration in Special Education, Whitbread, Bruder, Fleming and Park (2007) refer to 

several studies showing that parent involvement has positive consequences across race, ethnic, 

income, and educational boundaries. 

 

Some parents may assume that because they send their children to school to be taught, all 

learning is done in schools.  The truth is, however, that much of what children learn is acquired 

within the first few years of life before they ever enter school, and continues throughout their 

lives in interactions both inside and outside of school.  As discussed above, parents’ involvement 

in preparing their children to read is imperative.  In Becoming a Reader (2004), O’Donnell and 

Wood assert that “literacy development begins in infancy and continues as children accumulate 

experiences and encounters with language in their environments” (p. 16).  Children are exposed 

to language as soon as we begin speaking words to them.  Morrow (2005) discusses exposing 

infants to the sounds of language through nursery rhymes, songs, or one-way conversation.  She 

also discusses “book language” (p. 75) and its distinctive rhythm and intonations, confirming 

that reading to children as soon as possible is essential.  As children develop, they should 

continue to be exposed to language as much as possible.  Their vocabularies develop 

dramatically as each year passes.  Padak and Rasinski (2007) discuss the following: 

 

Hart and Risley (2003) found that “the 42 children [grew] more like their parents…in 

vocabulary resources, and in language and interaction styles….86-98% of the words in 

each child’s vocabulary consisted or words also recorded in their parents’ vocabularies” 

(p. 7).  They also found a stunning difference in children’s access to language, perhaps 

the major finding of this important study.  In brief, children from the wealthiest families 

heard over 1,500 more words each hour, on average, than children from the poorest 

families (616 vs. 2,153).  Over four years, this amounts to a 32-million-word difference!  

Moreover, a follow-up study of 29 of the original children showed that the children’s rate 

of vocabulary growth and vocabulary use at age 3 was strongly associated with their 

grade 3 standardized test scores in receptive vocabulary, listening, speaking, semantics, 

syntax, and reading comprehension (Hart &Risley, 2003 as cited in Padak and Rasinski, 

2007). 
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The study referenced by Padak and Rasinski (2004) was an observation of family talk among 42 

families with different socioeconomic status (SES).  They indicate, however, that the emphasis 

should be placed on parents conversing with their children as much as possible, not the SES 

differences. 

 

Unfortunately for children, many factors do result in differences in exposure to language.  Some 

factors, such as socioeconomic status (SES) and single parent situations may limit parent 

interactions with children.  In addition to Padak and Rasinski’s discussion of family talk quoted 

above, Natsiopoulou, Souliotos and Kyridis (2006) refer to a study in western culture that 

indicates a dramatic difference in experience with picture books between average middle-class 

children (1000-1700 hours) and lower-class children (25 hours).  O’Donnell and Wood (2004) 

note that although the experiences within the homes of children in poverty may be different, it 

should not be assumed that these children have had no exposure to literacy outside the 

classroom.  These children may have been exposed to food labels, words on televisions, street 

signs, etc.  Though the amount and quality of literary exposure varies greatly, it is still present 

and can be useful. 

 

“Learning to read is a cumulative process” (Arnold et al., 2008, p. 76), though many teachers, 

theorists, and researchers cannot agree on the number or order of steps through that process.  It is 

generally believed, however, that language acquisition and development is the first step.  From 

birth, children are immersed in language” (O’Donnell & Wood, 2004).  Over the years, we 

demonstrate the use of language to them and reward them with praise for their progress.  

Children gradually progress from one-word utterances to full sentences.  Corrections are made 

and speech is refined through feedback from adults around the child.  Morrow (2005) discusses 

the stages in language development and the rules that govern the structure of language:  

phonology, syntax and semantics.  Children learn to distinguish the 44 phonemes using 

appropriate articulation, pronunciation and intonation (phonology).  They learn how to structure 

a sentence that makes sense (syntax) and get their message across (semantics).   

 

During this time, children are also developing both physically and emotionally.  They are 

learning self-control, which allows them to sit for periods of time.  They are gaining gross and 

fine motor skills, which allow them to hold and manipulate things.  They learn to discriminate 

sounds (important for phonemes) and visual cues (important for print discrimination) (Morrow, 

2005).  As they are being read to, they learn left-to-right and top-to-bottom movements, which 

are the basis for following along and are key to reading. They begin to make the connection 

between what they hear (oral) and what they see (visual).  These all are important steps for 

getting them ready to read. The more young children are read to, the more they see the details of 

books.  Shapes become letters.  Letters form words with spaces between them.  They begin to see 

that a certain pattern (a word) makes the same sounds.  These are only a part of a list of word-

study skills that will lead to independent reading (Morrow, 2005), the ultimate goal. 

 

Though teaching reading can appear to be simple, or complex, depending on the learner, most 

experts agree that there are five areas of reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, 

fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension (Armbruster, Lehr & Osborn, 2003).  Phonemic 

awareness is the ability to understand and break down words into their individual sounds 

(phonemes).  For example: the word “tap” is made up of the three sounds /t/, /a/, and /p/.  
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Phonics is connecting the sounds (phonemes) to the symbols (graphemes) that make them.  For 

example:  /f/ and /ph/ look quite different, but make the same sound.  Fluency involves being 

able to read text accurately and quickly.  This is important for word recognition.  If the child is 

struggling to put together sounds (decoding), they will miss the meaning of the words and 

sentences.  Vocabulary refers to being able to understand the words we see.  Fluent readers can 

use their oral vocabulary to help them understand the words they are reading.  Students can 

expand their vocabulary by researching words or interpret meaning by reading the words around 

the troubling text.  Comprehension is being able to put all the words together and understand the 

meaning and purpose of text.  It is the reason for reading.  If students do not comprehend the 

text, they are not really reading (Armbruster, et al., 2003).   

 

All these details come down to the ultimate goal of this paper: we must provide parents with the 

simplest tools so they can to prepare their children for reading, and aid them in their quest to 

make their children good readers.  If children cannot read and comprehend the material, then 

they cannot learn independently of a teacher.  The ability to read opens the world for our children 

and allows them to explore it freely. 

 

What Do Parents Need to Do? 

 

The first thing that parents should understand is that the journey of learning to read is not the 

same for all children.  Though all children go through similar stages, they do not do it in the 

same order or at the same rate.  Each will take his or her own “individual routes to reach the 

same destination” (O’Donnell & Wood, 2004, p. 22).  It is up to the teachers and parents to help 

guide and encourage them through these stages.  It is also important that parents know that they 

need not be alone in their quest to help their child.  In their conclusions, Arnold, et al. (2004, p. 

85) suggest that the role of involved parent be broadened to include extended family.  As “team 

managers”, parents can recruit siblings, grandparents, friends, neighbors, etc., to read or 

encourage literate activities.  Any trusted individual can be a guide through the child’s excursion 

to language and reading. 

 

When the child is an infant, parents should talk to them as much as possible.  They should 

encourage direct eye contact while completing simple tasks, such as changing a diaper.  Morrow 

(2005) discusses having a rather lengthy conversation with her grandson.  Though he wasn’t 

actually speaking, she indicates he was “very active participant” (p. 88) with body movements 

and noises in response to her facial expressions and voice intonations.  As they get older and 

learn to look at specific people or wave when prompted, children learn that speech is 

communicative and purposeful (O’Donnell & Wood, 2004).  As early as possible, someone 

should start to read to them, even if it is not from formal books.  Instead of reading the 

newspaper article silently, parents can read it out loud to their child.  What is important is that 

someone needs to be talking to the child so that child can hear as much language as possible.   

 

Parents should also establish a literacy-rich environment early.  “Children from literacy-rich 

environments, where reading and writing materials are abundant and literate activities are an 

integral part of the everyday lives of the adults around them, generally are at an advantage in 

learning to read and write” (O’Donnell & Wood, 2004, p. 21).  This does not mean that parents 

need to go out and buy as many books for their children that they can, or cannot, afford.  It 



6 

simply means that they should surround the child with printed material and demonstrate reading 

as much as possible.  In addition to books, there are magazines, newspapers, mail and any other 

printed material available (Padak & Rasinski, 2007).  Even food labels, signs, and 

advertisements can be used.  Parents should point to words as they use them.  Some parents turn 

on the closed captioning on their television sets for many programs (Opitz & Rasinski, 1998).  

Another simple idea is to write a word on a piece of paper as it is added to their child’s oral 

vocabulary, and tape it to the wall.  Parents should point to the word so that the child can begin 

to associate that word with the sounds it makes.  Parents can be creative.  Activities do not have 

to always be perfect and focused only on reading.   

 

Literacy not only refers to reading, but also includes writing.  “Some researchers have suggested 

that writing develops before reading” (Morrow, 2005, p. 342).  Parents should make sure that 

materials are made available that allow the child to draw a picture and attempt to write about 

stories or events that they think about.  Again, these opportunities do not have to be formal.  

Scraps of paper and old crayons can be used to inspire them to scribble down their thoughts or 

stories.  They should be encouraged to tell someone about their creation.  Parents can also leave 

notes for their children even before they are old enough to read them.  They should use as many 

opportunities as possible to demonstrate writing as another form of communication at home, 

such as posting lists.  They should praise the child for any attempts to write notes back. 

 

As children get older and enter school, parents should continue to interact with their children as 

much as possible.  The interaction between parent and child will reinforce the information 

learned at school (Bailey, 2006).  Chances are, the teacher read or told a story to the class 

sometime during that day.  They should ask the child to retell the story to them and help her 

elaborate on the details.  If the child brings home a list of vocabulary words, they should see if 

they can find the objects somewhere in the house, or discuss how they use the objects or words 

in a sentence. 

 

In her book, Morrow (2005) cites the National Reading Panel Report (2000) that states that 

children should receive 18 hours of phonemic awareness in the kindergarten year, which equates 

to 6 minutes per day in a 180-day school year.  Parents can contribute to, or enhance, this effort 

by spending just a couple of minutes speaking directly to their child and articulating the sounds 

in words they use every day. The child should repeat the sounds back to the parent to insure that 

the child understands the differences.  This does not need to be done in a planned and formal 

setting.  It can be done simply while sitting and eating a snack, or in the waiting room at the 

doctor’s office.   

 

As the child learns to read, it is important for someone to continue to read out loud to them and 

point to words.  Children need to continue to hear language spoken correctly as they read the 

print.  English has many exceptions to rules and students may only be able to learn these through 

experience. Parents should also have the child read to them to provide feedback.  I recently 

worked with a young fourth grade student.  She told me that she enjoyed reading and read by 

herself frequently.  We discussed some of the popular books for girls her age.  I had her read to 

me from one of those books.  It quickly became obvious that although she may have read 

frequently, her fluency and decoding skills were not to grade level.  It was apparent that she was 

not receiving the feedback necessary to correct the simple mistakes that children make while 



7 

learning to read.  Parents should encourage their children to read, but should also listen to make 

sure that it is acceptable.  If the parents cannot be available, they may be able to have the child 

make a tape recording of their favorite book (Cunningham, 2005) so that the parent can listen to 

their child’s reading at their convenience. 

 

It is important to note at this point that parents may want to provide appropriate books for their 

children to read independently, but that they do not understand reading levels well enough to 

choose books for them.  Padak and Rasinski (2007) discuss the “Five-Finger Rule of Book 

Selection”: 

The child opens to a page in the middle of a book and begins to read, raising a finger each 

time he or she encounters an unknown word.  If five fingers are raised before the page is 

complete, the book is probably too challenging for the child to read independently (p. 

351). 

This is a simple rule that is easily remembered.  Parents should also know that it is acceptable for 

children to read material that is too easy, or read the same book repeatedly (Padak & Rasinski, 

2007). 

 

Parents should continue to be involved with their child’s reading even into the middle and high 

school levels.  Although Bailey (2006) is discussing Interactive Homework specifically in her 

study of middle school children, she makes the point that the interaction of students and parents 

“helps promote educational interest and academic achievements” (p. 156).  If parents show an 

interest in what the children are reading, they are more likely to do better.  Again, this does not 

need to be done in a formal setting.  Having the child read her assignment to the mother or father 

while they are cooking dinner would be acceptable. 

 

The most important thing that parents can do is to encourage and help motivate their child to 

read as much as possible.  We have all heard the saying, “practice makes perfect.”  This is 

especially true of reading.  The more children read, the more exposure they have to language and 

the more information they will retain. 

 

What do Teachers Need to Do? 

 

Telling parents to read to their children for 30 minutes each night in not sufficient.  Parents are 

given that advice all the time, but may not follow it because of factors beyond their control.  It is 

up to the teachers to provide them with enough information and tools to help them find the 

hidden opportunities in their everyday life.  Teachers must also let parents know that what they 

can do for their children does NOT have to be perfect.  Many parents may not read to their 

children because they don’t have the “right” books.  As teachers, we should let them know that 

material that is functional and “real” (O’Donnell & Wood, 2004, p. 23) is also acceptable.  If 

parents indicate that their child is only interested in reading specific things, such as video game 

manuals, then let the parents know that this is also acceptable.  Keeping children motivated to 

read is critical.  Choice and social collaborations are two important experiences in motivating 

students to read (Morrow, 2005).   

 

Teachers should provide materials for their students to take home: both books from the library 

and discarded items such as old newspapers.  They should not wait for the parents or students to 
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ask for reading materials and should not expect them to have materials available at home.  A 

simple idea is to provide cloth bags of books for students to take home.  One kindergarten 

teacher sent home a colorful cloth bag, with a book in it each week.  The cloth bag offered 

protection for the book and served as a reminder that the book belonged to the teacher.  One of 

the “crafty” parents made the bags from donated scrap material.  There was also another special 

reading activity: one small suitcase containing a book, stuffed animal and journal that went home 

with a different student each week. Parents were asked to read the book out loud while the child 

held the stuffed animal.  During the week, the child and parent were to log an “adventure” in the 

journal, true or imagined.  Many times, parents donated objects to the suitcase that were part of 

the described escapade.  Sometimes the journal became far more interesting than the original 

story.  These are just some simple ideas.  Teachers should try to find their own ways to 

encourage reading at home. 

 

While there is a tremendous amount of research material telling teachers how to teach reading to 

their students, much of it agrees that students are influenced primarily by their parents and will 

emulate what they see at home.  It is important for teachers to encourage the parents to get 

involved and give them tools to enhance their experience. 

 

Reading in Special Populations 

 

Parents can use some pre-reading activities to help their children (O’Donnell & Wood, 2004). 

They should read the text of the book through and write down words that they think their child 

either cannot pronounce or will not know the meaning.  They should review the words before 

reading and help the child with pronunciation and functional definitions (parents don’t 

necessarily need to use the dictionary, just common sense).  Have the child write down words 

that they are still not comfortable with so they can ask the teacher at school.  

 

If a child tends to become fatigued or discouraged, partner reading may help. The parent and 

child share the book – each reading one page or one paragraph before letting the other read a 

similar amount. It can even be made into a game, with each one developing different voices for 

characters, etc. The reading process should be fun, and should help to strengthen the bond 

between parents and children. In this way, children will continue to view reading as a positive 

experience even if it is a struggle for them. 

   

If the parents do not know English well, they should be encouraged to have a sibling, friend or 

neighbor read to the child in English.  Even if the parents do not know any English at all, the 

child can still read to the parent.  While having the child “teach” the parent English, both will 

benefit.  Children love to teach and will learn in the process. 
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Conclusion 

 

O’Donnell and Wood (2004), summarize student variability in learning to read: 

In spite of the fact that learning to talk is based on innate capabilities while learning to 

read is not, all children except those who have major disabilities are capable of eventually 

becoming functionally literate, given the necessary conditions for literacy learning.  

Teachers must not only believe but convey their belief to parents and children alike that 

all students will learn to read and write.  Too many adults doubt the truth of this and 

convey their anxiety if a child is not learning to read and write on a predetermined 

schedule.  Within critical periods of time, children learn to talk at different rates; they 

also acquire literacy at different rates.  Special concern and concerted interventions are 

called for only when children lag far behind the norms in developing literacy (p. 21). 

 

I found this quote to be both positive and negative.  While it is reassuring that most children will 

be able to read and write it also brings to mind the idea that some children lag behind.  

Unfortunately, the child whose reading capabilities are poor is probably not learning other 

subjects in school at the same rate as the readers. This supports my point that the ability to read is 

one of the most important skills we can give our children and we should provide them with as 

many tools as they need to learn to read well as early as possible.  Parents must be encouraged to 

do all they can to facilitate this learning and we must not only tell them why, but provide them 

with some simple strategies to help. 

 

As a result of doing the research for this paper, I developed a simple brochure that provided 

parents with ideas of what they can do to encourage their children to read.  Even though we 

continually tell parents that it is important to read to their children, we still have schools full of 

struggling readers.  I would like parents to know that there are alternatives to formal reading 

sessions with their child and to provide them with some strategies that they can use to give their 

children the best start before they even enter school.  In addition, I have provided some simple 

strategies for teachers to use to encourage reading at home. 
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As parents, we are constantly being told that reading to our children for 20-30 

minutes per day is one of the most important things we can do for them.  It seems 

simple enough, but as complicated as our lives have become, it may not be possible 

to devote a chunk of our day to sitting down and formally reading a book with our 

children.  This pamphlet is intended to give parents and teachers some simple ideas 

that parents can work into their routines at home that will help children learn to 

read well. 

 

The National Children’s Reading Foundation lists the following Language and 

Reading targets for incoming kindergartners: 
 

 enjoys being read to and can retell a story; 

 recognizes and names 10-15 alphabet letters and their sounds; 

 repeats beginning and ending sounds in words; 

 speaks in complete sentences; prints his or her first name; 

 understands 4,000 to 5000 spoken words. 

 

Although it is not a requirement that children know how to read when they enter 

kindergarten, they should at least have this foundation to be successful.  Learning to read 

is a process that begins right after birth and continues throughout their schooling. When 

a mother first talks to her child, she is exposing him or her to language.  From that 

moment on, the child is constantly exposed to the words and phrases that make up our 

language.  Parents teach their children by talking to them.  The child hears the different 

sounds of words (phonemes), as well as the tones (intonation).  They begin to respond to 

certain words and eventually learn to say words to get a reaction from the parents.  

Studies indicate that the more words children hear at younger ages, the more successful 

they will be in school.  That is why it is important that parents begin working with their 

children in infancy and continue throughout their schooling. The simple efforts that 

parents put out in the early years will have long-term benefits in the school age years and 

beyond. 
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What Parents Can Do 
 
It is important to note that although these are intended to be ideas for parents, other trusted 

individuals can use them to work with children.  The idea is to expose the child to as many learning 

opportunities as possible.   Caregivers, siblings, friends, neighbors and others can help the parents 

in their desire to teach their child to read. 
 

When they are infants: 
 

As noted before, studies indicate that the more words that children are exposed to, the more successful they will be in 

school.  Start talking to your child as soon and as much as possible: 

 

 Engage them in “conversation” – Look directly at them and speak.  It doesn’t have to be important conversation, 

just tell them about your day.  You can even tell them how bad your day was if you use a positive tone!  Don’t worry 

about how “big” the words are.  They do not have to understand each word; they just need to hear you say many 

words. 

 

 Read books to them – At this age the book doesn’t even have to be a child’s book.  Read your novel out loud to them.  

Most of what you read is going over their head anyway, so you might as well benefit from the time. 

 

 Read other types of materials to them – Formal reading materials are not necessary.  Read magazine articles, 

newspapers and even the mail to them.  Recite the directions in the cookbook, or the instructions on the soup can.  

Use your imagination. 

 

 If you have siblings (even toddlers) in the home, recruit them to spend time talking to the child.  Have them tell 

stories. 

 

 

When they are old enough to sit up: 
 

During this time, your child is rapidly developing both physically and emotionally.  They are gaining 

gross and fine motor skills.  They are also learning to discriminate sounds and visual cues.  These 

are important steps in learning how to read.   
 

You should: 

 

 Continue to talk to them.  Encourage conversations even though you are doing most of the talking.  Let them watch 

you speak and articulate carefully. 

 

 When you read to them, point to any pictures and help them to touch the page.  Follow the print along with your 

finger.  You aren’t necessarily teaching them how to read, you just want them to start to understand the movement 

from left to right, and top to bottom. 

 

 Provide the child with some type of book to hold by him/herself.  Watch to see if he or she mimics reading. 

 

 Encourage the child to practice “writing”.  This includes drawing pictures and scribbling words.  Provide them with 

crayons, pencils and scraps of paper for their “creations”.  Let them tell you about it.  Demonstrate writing for 

them and leave notes even if they cannot read them.  Tell them what it says. 

 

 As the child learns a new word (vocabulary) write it on a piece of paper and tape it up on the wall or refrigerator.  

Point to it and repeat the word slowly.  Emphasize the sounds of the letters (phonemes).  A list of phonemes is 

listed in the back of this handout. 
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When they are preschool age: 
 

As the child passes through the toddler stage and becomes more independent, it is important to 

teach them more of the skills they will need for reading.   

 

You should: 
 

 Continue to read books when available.  Look for any opportunities to read: while waiting in the 

doctor’s office or eating a snack after school.  Look for the “few minutes” that we all have a tendency 

to waste. 

 

 Show them that print is everywhere.  Point out signs on the road and in the stores.  Emphasize that we 

get most of our information from reading. 

 

 Since phonemic awareness (awareness of the sounds of letters and combinations of letters in words) is 

a critical component in reading, parents can help their children by speaking directly to them and 

articulating the sounds in the words we use everyday.  Have them repeat these words back to you to 

make sure they hear and say what you are saying. 

 

 Turn on the closed captioning on the television so that the child can see the words appear as they are 

being said.  Please note, however, that it may not be beneficial to do this with “live” programs, such as 

news programs, since the captioning can be very inaccurate and may cause confusion. 

 

 Pre-read a book and write down any words you think your child may not know.  Be prepared to give 

functional definitions of these words (not from the dictionary, but from real life). 
 

 

When they are starting to read: 
 
Even after children begin to read, it is still important for parents to stay involved and provide 

opportunities to improve their reading skills.  Children need to continue to hear sentences read to 

them so that they can get the rhythm of reading.  They should also read out loud to someone so 

that they can practice the rhythm and errors can be caught and corrected immediately. 

 
 Look for opportunities to have your child read to you.  He or she can read to you while you are doing 

the dishes or exercising, for example.  

  

 If you cannot be present, have the child read into a tape recorder so you can listen later in the car or 

while doing another activity. 

 

 Help the child select appropriate books.  Use the “five-finger” rule.  Have the child read one page and 

put up one finger every time he or she comes across a word they do not know.  If they have five 

fingers up before they hit the bottom of the page, it may be too difficult for them. 

 

 If the child brings home a list of vocabulary words from school, help them to find the objects in the 

house, or discuss the words so that they really “know” them. 

 

 

 



15 

When they are starting to read (cont’d): 

 

 Use other opportunities to have the child read to you.  Have them read the directions on the soup can, 

or read you a newspaper article while your hands are busy.  Even if they don’t understand all that they 

are reading, they are practicing their decoding skills(figuring out what the word sounds like) and 

adding to their vocabulary. 

 

 Demonstrate that reading is important in your household.  Make sure that the child knows when you 

read.  They will mirror your actions, good or bad, so make reading a priority. 

 

 Encourage them to write, even if they don’t do it perfectly. 
 

 

When they are reading on their own: 

 
Even when children are reading by themselves, it is still important to read directly to them and have 

them read to you.  It is important to check their reading for fluency (how fast and accurate do 

they read?) and comprehension (do they understand what the point is?).  If they are not able to do 

these well, they are not really reading and some interventions may be needed. 

 

You should: 

 
 Continue to have them read to you, but have them stop and briefly explain what they read in their own 

words.  Have them describe the setting of the story and elaborate on the characters. 

 

 Let them read books or magazines that are interesting to them.  We all tend to want them to read 

something educational, but any reading is good practice and anything that motivates them to read is 

great. 

 

 Ask them about what they may have read or learned at school.  Your interest alone will motivate them 

to do better. 

 

 Help your child with his or her homework only to help them clarify directions.  Make sure they 

understand what they need to do to complete it.  Be sure not to read it for them and not to help them 

too much.  Let them make mistakes.  The teacher can’t help them if they are grading YOUR work! 

 

 Encourage them to write stories for fun.  They can demonstrate what they know and it helps them to 

broaden their vocabulary. 
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Some simple ideas for teachers: 
 

As teachers, we may assume that parents know what they are supposed to do to help their children 

learn to read, and they have the resources available.  Many times this is not the case and 

communication with the parents is needed.   

 

 Keep the parents up-to-date on what the children are learning in school.  They can’t help you 

if they don’t know what you are covering. 
 

 Let the parents know that what they do to help their child does NOT have to be perfect.  

Many parents do not read to their children because they don’t have the “right” books.  Let 

them know that functional and real materials are also acceptable.  Encourage them to read 

newspapers, magazines, or even food labels to their child.   
 

 Help them motivate their child to read. If the child expresses an interest in reading video 

game manuals, then let them know that it is OK.  Whatever it takes to encourage them to 

read is great.  It doesn’t always have to be about school. 
 

 Provide reading materials for the children to take home.  Don’t wait for the parents to ask 

and don’t assume that the parents have books at home.  Send home old newspapers and 

magazines (be sure they are appropriate). 
 

 Make colorful cloth drawstring bags (ask a crafty parent to help) with numbers on them and 

a book inside.  The cloth bag protects the book and is a reminder that the book belongs to 

you.  Check these out to the students each week.   
 

  Put a book and stuffed animal in an old suitcase.  Add a journal with a paragraph about the 

animal’s last adventure.  Send it home with one child each week.  Instruct the parents to 

read the book and have the child dictate (for younger children) or write a story (real or 

imagined) about something the stuffed animal did during the week at their house.  

Occasionally someone may add something to the suitcase, but be clear that it is not required 

or expected. 
 

 Encourage parents to participate in “Reading Nights” at the school or local library. 
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A Special Message to Parents 
 

It is important to note that all children do not learn at the same rate and in the 

same order of events.  There is always variation in the speed and order children 

learn things; however, there can be some differences that indicate possible 

problems.  As parents, you are primary caregiver to your child.  You know them 

better than any other person.  If at any time you feel that your child is not 

responding appropriately to any activities listed, discuss it with the teacher, 

pediatrician or appropriate professional.  They can help allay your fears, or 

point you in the appropriate direction to seek help.  Don’t be afraid to ask 

questions.  The sooner interventions are started with children needing special 

help, the more effective the process will be.   
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Phoneme   Spelling(s) and Example Words 
/A/   a (table), a_e (bake), ai (train), ay (say)    
/a/   a (flat)   

/b/  b (ball)    
/k/   c (cake), k (key), ck (back)    
/d/   d (door)   

/E/   e (me), ee (feet), ea (leap), y (baby)   
/e/   e (pet), ea (head)    
/f/  f (fix), ph (phone)   

/g/   g (gas)   
/h/   h (hot)    
/I/   i (I), i_e (bite), igh (light), y (sky)   

/i/   i (sit)   
/j/   j (jet), dge (edge), g[e, i, y] (gem)   
/l/  l (lamp)    

/m/   m (my)   
/n/   n (no), kn (knock)   
/O/   o (okay), o_e (bone), oa (soap), ow (low)    

/o/   o (hot)  
/p/  p (pie)    
/kw/   qu (quick)   

/r/  r (road), wr (wrong), er (her), ir (sir), ur (fur)   
/s/  s (say), c[e, i, y] (cent)    
/t/   t (time)   
/U/   u (future), u_e (use), ew (few)   

/u/  u (thumb), a (about), e (loaded), o (wagon)    
/v/  v (voice)   
/w/   w (wash)    

/ks/ or /gz/  x (box, exam)  
/y/  y (yes)   
/z/   z (zoo), s (nose)   

/OO/  oo (boot), u (truth), u_e (rude), ew (chew)   
/oo/   oo (book), u (put)   
/oi/  oi (soil), oy (toy)    

/ou/  ou (out), ow (cow)    
/aw/   aw (saw), au (caught), a[l] (tall)   
/ar/   ar (car)    

/sh/   sh (ship), ti (nation), ci (special)    
/hw/  wh (white)    
/ch/    ch (chest), tch (catch)   

/th/  or /th/  th (thick, this)  
/ng/  ng (sing), n (think)   
/zh/   s (measure)  
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