Copyright © 2008

Peggy Sissel-Phelan

Brain Child Press, Inc.


Just What the Doctor Ordered: Read to Baby

by 

Peggy Sissel-Phelan, Ed.D., M.A.

You want to do what’s best for your baby.  Every parent does.  But, what is the very best thing you can do to help your baby’s growth and development?  

It’s not high tech.  It’s not expensive.  It doesn’t take a lot of time.  It isn’t hard to do.  And yet, according to the American Academy of Pediatrics, it is the number one activity parents can do to ensure the health and development of their children.  What is it?  Reading to their baby.  

Most of us take reading for granted, despite the fact that we can easily recognize how important reading is to every aspect of our lives.  Reading doesn’t just happen, however.   A child becomes a reader through an emergent process that begins at birth and involves visual, auditory, and motor stimulation, in combination with the social experience of being read to by a loving adult.  When a parent holds their baby on their lap and talks to them about the pictures, not only does the emotional bond between the two of them grow, the child learns to equate reading with pleasure and books with love.    

While reading to young children is important at all times during childhood, the most critical developmental period occurs during the first 2 years of life.  This is because a newborn baby’s brain contains multiple neurologic connections, and those connections that are not reinforced by repetitive and frequent stimuli during the first 2 years of life are eliminated as if cut from the branches of a tree and are lost forever.  When parents read with their babies, the cognitive skills associated with book sharing - memory, comprehension, creativity, and language - ensure that these important brain connections persist.
The opposite scenario is also true.  Research has shown that children who are not read to, who don’t have books of their own, and who don’t see adults reading regularly at home experience significant delays in language development.  Television watching in early childhood compounds this problem as indicated in a recent study which found that videos that were created specifically to enhance babies’ cognition actually stunted language development among those children with high viewing rates.  

Reading aloud and sharing books with children is vital because it exposes them to two times as many words, and to sentences that are twice as complex as those uttered by parents during a child’s routine daily activities.  Because a child’s language skills at two years of age correlates with their later cognitive performance, it is not surprising when children who do not live in print-rich environments do not have the skills they need to succeed when beginning school.  

The importance of early literacy experiences for infants, toddlers and preschoolers cannot be overstated.  Age-appropriate books for babies are key developmental tools that have an impact on a child’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth and development.  So much so, in fact, that the American Academy of Pediatrics now recommends that early literacy intervention become standard practice in health care settings that serve children and families.  

The premier model of literacy intervention since 1989 has been the Reach Out and Read program.  Physicians and nurses hand out free, age-appropriate books during well-child check-ups and encourage parents to share books with their baby beginning at six months of age. This “prescription” for reading that doctors give parents has been found to be the most effective way of ensuring that young children will receive the vital stimulation and experience that only books can provide.  After all, who doesn’t want to do what the doctor says is best for their baby?   

Benefits of Reading Aloud to Children
· Stimulates imagination

· Fosters language development

· Promotes emergent literacy and reading skills

· Encourages decontextualized language

· Promotes parent-child bonding 

· Prepares children for school success

· Motivates children to love books

Tips for Reading to Young Children 

· Begin at six months of age or younger
· Label items, use descriptive terms

· Ask “What” and “Where” questions

· Give feedback, praise

· Have age appropriate expectations

· Be child-directed 

· Make it part of daily routines

· Have fun with it.  
