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Read to Your Baby: Give Them the Best Start in Life 

by 

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


Do you know how to help your baby grow healthy, strong, and smart?  Share books with them!

In the same way that getting their shots protects them from getting sick, sharing books with them helps their healthy development.  Read with them early and often and it will help every aspect of their growing brains and bodies.  It will also prevent future problems in school and in life.  

In addition, looking at and talking about the pictures helps him or her build skills they will need when they begin to learn how to read.   Knowing how to share books with them and understanding the benefits of books can help you make sure your baby gets the best start in life.        
Tips for Reading to Babies, Infants and Toddlers 

Begin Early and Read Often:  Start at six months of age or younger and make it a part of every day.   Snuggle up with your baby and a book and you will both enjoy it.  There will be times that she or he is fussy and not interested, but that’s okay.  Don’t ever force it.  Just try again another time.  
Read Actively: There may be few words on the page of a baby’s board book, but there is still a lot to say!  Find shapes, point out colors, label items, and use descriptive terms to talk about what the characters are doing in the picture.   
Ask “What” and “Where” Questions:  You’ll be asking and answering the questions at first, but the more the baby hears the story, learns about things in the book and develops more and more language, pretty soon they will start to respond.  You may be the only one who understands the reply but that’s okay.  Your baby will love the interaction.  Be sure to give lots of praise and feedback, and always have fun with it.  
Touch the Book:  Encourage all kinds of movement, such as turning their head, sitting upright in your lap.  Help them learn to hold the book, turn the pages, pat it, and point at the pictures.  One day they will carry it to you and say “read to me!”     
Be Dramatic!  Be silly!  The story becomes even more interesting when you use funny voices, whisper or sing, and even dance in your seat.  We can all do animal sounds, but get creative!  Baby will take it in and love it all.  Ask baby to join in with you and reading together becomes a real social event.
How Your Baby Will Benefit From Books

1. Babies will learn what books are and how to look at books.  They will soon be able to: 

· Focus on the book and then on each page.   
· Focus on different parts of the page and on specific pictures.  

· Find and name things on the page.

· Know which is the front and back of the book, and whether it is upside down.  
2. Babies will learn how to listen.  They will learn:  

· To pay attention to the story.
· How words are pronounced.
· How those words are made up of specific sounds.
· How sentences are made up of words.
· To recognize when you have told the story in a different way or skipped parts of it.  
3. Babies will develop better communication skills.   Sharing books together helps by:

· Giving you and baby a specific time to focus on sounds, language, and ideas.  
· Encouraging babies to mimic sounds and words.
· Increasing the number of words a child hears and learns.
· Exposing them to more complex sentences and concepts.
· Encouraging them to name, describe, and give details about what is on the page. 
· Showing them how to tell a story and talk about the book.   
· Helping them express their needs and wants, including which book to read next.
4. Babies will learn about their world and ways to think about it.  For example, they can: 

· Learn how things are different or the same.

· Learn how to relate the story or characters in the book to their own self and family.

· Learn how to answer and ask questions about the story.
· Begin to realize that words are actually written on the page in the form of letters.

· Learn the name of each letter.
· Learn how each letter sounds and how they go together with other letters.  
· Develop imagination and creativity.
· Start to think in a logical way.
· Increase their entire ability to learn. 
5. Babies will develop socially and emotionally.  Books help babies: 
· Feel loved.
· Develop a strong bond with their caregiver.

· Learn to love books and reading. 
· Learn about different emotions.
· Learn to think about how other people feel.  

· Develop the ability to feel sympathy for a book character or another person.

6. Babies will use a wide range of “motor” skills.   For example, books help babies: 

· Practice holding their head up and turning it.
· Improve skills of sitting up, patting, pointing, turning pages and holding a book.  
· Develop balance and strength as they carry books, hand them to you and climb on your lap.

· By encouraging movement as they copy characters’ actions or learn rhyming finger games. 

· By inspiring them to scribble, draw, and paint like the pictures in the book.

Reading with your child is the best thing you can do to get them ready for school, ready to learn to read, and ready for life.   There’s not a moment to waste . . . they grow up so soon!
