
Parent Guide to Reading at Home

Want to help your student with reading at home but are not
exactly sure what to do? Please use the following tips as a guide
to help when reading with your student.

Reading aloud with students provides them with
opportunities to advance their literacy �ills. Some of the
following are all positive benefits that students reap from
being read aloud to:

✔ Develop general and literacy related vocabulary

✔ Develop story comprehension �ills

✔ Develop an understanding of the structure of stories

✔ Increase word recognition �ills

✔ Develop an understanding of the writing process

Parents play a key role in the process of their students
becoming literate. What can you do when reading with your
student? Try to remember to do the following when you read
aloud with your child:

✔ Point out the title

✔ Point out the author



✔ Point out the illustrator

✔ Read the dedication if any

✔ Look at the cover illustration and predict what will

happen in the story

✔ Use expression

✔ Let your student comment or a� que�ons when you

read

Try some of these activities to extend your child’s reading:

✔ Create a new story. Talk about the characters in the story.

Describe them using character traits such as silly, kind,
�nny, curious or patient.

✔ Watch a movie adaptation together after you have read

the book and compare and contrast. What is different?
What is the same?

✔ Act out a scene from the story. Let your student take on the

role as their favorite character.



Access to good books is the first step to 

discovering the joy of reading. The more trips

you make to the library together, the more 

likely your child will want to choose a book

from the stacks. The more books you have 

in your home, the more likely your child 

will pick one up and read it.

But how do you know which books are 

the right ones to bring into your home 

or to check out of the library? Just turn 

the page. This guide offers tips and strategies 

to help you and your child learn how 

to choose good books together.

www.rif.org/us/literacy-resources/articles/choosing-

good-books.htm 
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WHAT IS A GOOD BOOK?

A book doesn’t have to win an award to be 

considered “good.” It doesn’t have to be a best

seller or on a recommended booklist, either.

A good book is simply one a child enjoys reading.

HOW CAN YOU FIND GOOD BOOKS?

Libraries, bookstores, and yard sales are filled

with books. But how do you know which ones

are good? Trust your instincts. Keep your

child’s interests and reading level in mind.

And use the tips listed in this guide to help

you in your search.

WHAT DO KIDS KNOW?

A lot. So ask them. Kids can tell you what they

like and don’t like, what they want to learn,

who they would like to meet, and what they

want to do when they grow up. All of these 

are the subjects of great books. Your children’s

input will help you guide them to good books.
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Take the Mystery Out of Choosing Good Books

Children’s reading interests and needs change as they grow.
Here are some basic things to look for as you help kids 
at any age choose good books.

INFANTS AND TODDLERS
(BIRTH TO AGE 2)
✽ Books with big, bright, colorful 

pictures of familiar objects.

✽ Durable books made of cardboard,

plastic, or washable cloth. These

books are usually a good size and

shape for small children to handle.

✽ Books that appeal to their senses, such

as fabric books, books with textures,

and books with scents.

✽ Stories told in short,

simple sentences with

pictures that explain 

the text.

✽ Poems and rhymes

that are fun for

parents to 

read aloud.

ADOLESCENTS (AGES 12 AND UP)
✽ Books about subjects that interest

your child.

✽ Novels that might help your child

cope with daily challenges of growing

up by featuring characters dealing

with similar experiences.

✽ Books that introduce new 

experiences and opportunities.

✽ Fact books, such as world record

books, trivia books, and almanacs.

✽ Biographies, classics, folk tales,

historical fiction, and mythology.

PRESCHOOLERS (AGES 3 TO 5)
✽ Illustrations and photos that are clear, colorful,

and engaging.

✽ Simple, fun plots. The action should move

quickly, so each book can be read in one sitting.

✽ Lively rhymes and repetition that children

can repeat and remember.

✽ Stories about everyday life and events.

The stories should encourage children 

to ask questions and explore their world.

✽ Stories that review basic concepts, such 

as letters, numbers, shapes, and colors.

✽ Main characters who are your

child’s age or slightly older.

Playful animals,

both real and

imaginary, will

also hold a child’s

attention.

YOUNG READERS (AGES 6 TO 11)
✽ Clear text that is easy to read.

✽ Colorful, attractive illustrations and photos

that bring the text to life and give clues 

to the meaning of unfamiliar words.

✽ Books that appeal to your child’s interests.

✽ “How-to,” craft, and recipe books with 

clear, simply worded instructions and 

helpful illustrations.

✽ Other books by your child’s favorite authors 

and illustrators.

✽ Books with your child’s favorite characters.

✽ Stories your child enjoyed hearing when 

he or she was younger. These are great books 

for children to begin reading on their own.

✽ Books that encourage discussion.

✽ Chapter books that can be read over several

days instead of in one sitting.

Quick Tips!
✽ Knowing how to choose good books is a skill your children will keep for the rest of their lives. Take time

to show them how. Encourage them to select books on their own as soon as they show preferences.
You can even let them pick two kinds of books—one to read with you and one to read on their own.

✽ Get to know the children’s section of your local library, and ask the children’s librarian for recommendations.
Check lists of recommended books, such as those included on the back of this guide.

✽ It’s okay to look through a book and then decide not to read the whole thing. If you don’t like a book
after reading a chapter or a few pages, pick another one. Reading is supposed to be fun, not a chore.







What
Kids Really 
Want
to Read
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Know 
your child
Thousands of 
new children’s 

books—long and 
short, poetry and 

prose, fantastical and 
realistic—are published 

every year. With this great 
variety, how can a parent or 

caregiver select just the right book to 
capture a child’s interest?

Even if you are not familiar with children’s books, you 
know more about your child than anyone else does. 
You have the best possible chance to find a good fit.

A boy who dislikes reading may become engrossed 
in a book about his favorite athlete. A girl who rarely 
finishes books may discover a series that makes 
her feel as if she’s found new friends. Knowing your 
children’s interests helps you to tell when a book is 
“just right.”

Don’t worry if you can’t find the perfect book right 
away. Make a list of your child’s interests and then 
go to the library. If possible, select books you’re also 
interested in, because enthusiasm is contagious, 
says Dr. Deborah Wooten of the University of 
Tennessee.

If you and your child aren’t enjoying a book you’ve 
selected, don’t be afraid to try something else.

Babies and toddlers
At this age, the experience of reading together 
matters as much as the actual book. Babies enjoy 
simple picture books without lots of clutter on the 
page. Those that offer bright colors, sounds, and 
textures work very well.

As your child shows more interest and patience, 
move on to short, simple stories. Toddlers enjoy 
rhyming and repetition, as well as stories based on 
familiar songs (“Old MacDonald”) or set in familiar 
places (the grocery store, the park).

Preschoolers
Preschoolers are beginning to understand that other 
people live differently than they do. As your child 
asks questions and exhibits curiosity, turn to books 
to help him or her make sense of the world.

For example, a child who lives in the city can enjoy a 
book about life on a farm or on board a ship. Books 
are a way to go new places, and preschoolers are 
ready to set out.

Preschoolers also like

•  Stories about kids their own age

•  Nonfiction books

•  Stories about animals

•  Repetition of sounds, words, or phrases in a story

•  Stories with funny-sounding words

•  Books with pictures that tell the story, even 
without the words

Early graders
Some children learn to read very young. Even if 
your child can read alone, Wooten advises that you 
spend some time each day reading aloud to him 
or her. As you’re reading, ask questions about the 
story. Talk about what might happen next, and draw 
connections to your child’s life.

Children in early grades learn from picture books, but 
they can handle more text. For the books you read 
together, look for complex stories and advanced 
character development.
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If your child isn’t reading independently yet or 
needs help, speak with his or her teacher, who may 
have ideas about how to deal with the situation. 
Browse the easy reader section at your local library. 
You’ll find books with simple vocabulary that build 
confidence, designed for children struggling to read.

Don’t worry if your child insists on reading books 
labeled for lower grades, Wooten recommends. 
Once your child gains confidence, he or she will 
gradually move on to more challenging books.

Older children
Third or fourth graders usually develop personal 
preferences. Unfortunately, some may be developing 
a preference not to read.

Resistant readers think books are 
boring, but you can often find 
books that spark their 
deeper interests. “If your 
child likes basketball, 
help him pick a great 
basketball book,” 
Wooten says. 
“Always offer 
several choices 
to give your child 
some control.”

Consider 
graphic novels 
(comics), topical 
magazines, funny 
books, mysteries, 
and stories about 
weird events or strange 
people. Don’t worry 
whether a particular book is 
“appropriate” reading material. 
The important thing is that your child is 
reading something he or she wants to read.

Good readers need help 
branching out. Learn 
who your child’s favorite 
author is. Librarians, 
websites, and bookstore 
staff can recommend 
similar books by the same 
author or others.

Tell your child to ask friends and 
teachers for recommendations. Remind 
him or her that it doesn’t hurt to try something new.

Getting some guidance
The International Reading Association provides 
annual lists of favorite children’s books chosen by 
children (Children’s Choices), young adults (Young 
Adults’ Choices), and teachers (Teachers’ Choices). 
You can download them free at the Association’s 
website, www.reading.org. 

Other great Web resources include

•  Association for Library Service to Children: 
www.ala.org/ala/alsc/alscresources/booklists/
booklists.cfm

•  National Council for the Social Studies: 
www.socialstudies.org/resources/notable/

•  National Council of Teachers of English: 
www.ncte.org/elem/awards/orbispictus

•  National Education Association: 
www.nea.org/readacross/resources/catalist.html

•  Parents’ Choice Foundation: 
www.parentschoice.com

What Kids Really Want to Read is one in a 
series of brochures produced in response 
to questions that parents frequently ask 
about their children’s reading instruction. 
Single copies may be downloaded free at 
the Association’s website, www.reading.org. 
Bulk copies may be purchased online or by 
telephone at 302-731-1600.

Text by Janel Atlas

© 2008 International Reading Association

The mission of the International Reading 
Association is to promote reading by 
continuously advancing the quality of literacy 
instruction and research worldwide. Our goals 
are to

•  Enhance the professional development of 
reading educators worldwide

•  Advocate for research, policy, and practices 
that support the best interests of all learners 
and reading professionals

•  Establish and strengthen national and 
international alliances with a wide range of 
organizations

•  Encourage and support research to 
promote informed decision making 
about reading practice and policy

•  Provide leadership on literacy issues 
around the world
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Writing 
Activities 
for Young 
Readers
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Getting 
involved
Most parents know 

that reading to children 
is important, but many 

pay little attention to their 
children’s early attempts at 

writing. In fact, reading and writing 
go hand in hand. When children practice writing a 
letter or word, they recognize that letter or word 
when they see it somewhere else.

But writing does not start with real letters or words. 
It begins earlier when, playing with a crayon or 
pencil, your toddler first connects marks made on 
paper with an idea in his or her mind, even if the 
marks are just scribbles that can’t be read.

At this stage you can actively encourage an interest 
in writing. Show how to hold a pencil or shape 
a letter. Talk about the word or story your child 
is writing. Make clear that writing is a skill worth 
learning, that it gives your child a new way to 
express what he or she is thinking and feeling, and 
that you take the process seriously.

Writing milestones
Here are a few milestones to recognize as you 
encourage and support your child’s early writing:

•  Around the age of 2, children begin to play with 
crayons, markers, and pencils.

•  After that, they start drawing things. The pictures 
might not be clear, but your son or daughter can 
describe them to you (a house, a doggie, a family, 
a flower).

•  Children gradually learn to see language as isolated 
shapes in a row of letters. They become aware of 
the different shapes that make up printed words.
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•  Your 3- or 4-year-old will start “writing” by making 
linear scribbles that include some recognizable 
letters. These scribbles are a form of expression. 
“Remember to accept and affirm children’s 
attempts to write, even if what they produce 
doesn’t look like adult writing,” recommends Dr. 
Renée Casbergue of Louisiana State University 
and coauthor of Writing in Preschool: Learning to 
Orchestrate Meaning and Marks.

•  Urge your child to tell what his or her picture 
or writing says, advises Lori Jamison Rog, an 
educational consultant in Toronto, Ontario, and 
author of Marvelous Minilessons for Teaching 
Beginning Writing. “At this stage, oral language 
development is even more critical than the ability 
to use letters and sounds.”

Activities for preschoolers
Stimulate your child’s curiosity with these activities:

•  Read alphabet books together, then make your 
own. Help your child trace the shape of each 
letter (upper case is easier). If he or she has 
trouble, draw the letter on another piece of paper, 
describing each movement of the pencil.

•  Diagonal lines, as in R or K, are difficult for children. 
Try placing dots for your child to connect.

•  After reading a story together, ask your child to 
tell his or her favorite part or imagine a different 
ending, using his or her own words while you write 
them down. Then bind the pages with staples or 
ribbon to make a book.

•  Help your child keep a journal of what books he or 
she reads. Include the book title, author, what your 
child liked or didn’t, and a simple rating system 
(make it fun with stars or stickers).

•  Inspire your child with a story starter, such as, 
“Julia thought it would be fun to be an astronaut. 
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She would….” Then ask your son or daughter to 
make up the rest.

•  Include writing in pretend games, suggests 
Casbergue. When your preschooler pretends to 
run a restaurant, hand over a note pad and pencil 
and ask, “Will you take my order?”

About spelling
As children begin to sound out words, they often 
invent spelling. For example, your child might write 
kat instead of cat.

Don’t panic and go overboard correcting the 
spelling. “Invented, temporary, or phonetic spelling is 
absolutely critical for young writers, as it helps them 
construct their knowledge of how our language 
goes together,” says Rog.

Research shows that children 
who use invented spelling 
become better spellers later 
on than children who are 
pressured to be “correct” 
from the start.

Writing
for life
Support your children’s 
literacy development by 
making writing a part of 
everyday life: Have them 
print their names on cards and 
letters, write or draw thank-you 
notes to a family member, and help 
write the grocery list. 

Look especially for opportunities to link writing 
activities to reading. Proficiency in both improves 
each time your child grips a pencil and strives to 
print his or her name.

Internet 
resources
Find cool ideas and great 
story starters geared for 
cultivating children’s literacy 
skills:

•  ReadWriteThink.org: www.
readwritethink.org

•  Story It: www.storyit.com

•  Chateau Meddybemps Young Writers Workshop: 
www.meddybemps.com/9.700.html

•  Reading Is Fundamental: www.rif.org/educators/
advicetips/emergent_writing.mspx

•  PBS Teachers: www.pbs.org/teachers/
earlychildhood/articles/emergentwriting.html

Sometimes having a pen pal can get a child 
interested in reading and writing. Pen pals are 
available through safe sites for free or for a small fee:

•  Student Letter Exchange: www.pen-pal.com
(minimum age, 8 years)

•  KidsCom.com: www.kidscom.com/friends/friends.
html

•  ePals Global Community: www.epals.com

•  World Pen Pals: www.world-pen-pals.com

•  Circle of Friends PenPal Club: members.
agirlsworld.com/index.html

If your child enjoys writing stories, submit one to an 
online magazine written for and by children:

•  Kids’ Space: www.kids-space.org

•  Stone Soup: www.stonesoup.com

•  Young Writer: www.young-writer.co.uk

Writing Activities for Young Readers is one in 
a series of brochures produced in response 
to questions that parents frequently ask 
about their children’s reading instruction. 
Single copies may be downloaded free at 
the Association’s website, www.reading.org. 
Bulk copies may be purchased online or by 
telephone at 302-731-1600.

Text by Janel Atlas

© 2008 International Reading Association

The mission of the International Reading 
Association is to promote reading by 
continuously advancing the quality of literacy 
instruction and research worldwide. Our goals 
are to

•  Enhance the professional development of 
reading educators worldwide

•  Advocate for research, policy, and practices 
that support the best interests of all learners 
and reading professionals

•  Establish and strengthen national and 
international alliances with a wide range of 
organizations

•  Encourage and support research to promote 
informed decision making about reading 
practice and policy

•  Provide leadership on literacy issues 
around the world
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Making 
the Most 
of Reading 
Tests
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Reading 
tests and 
your child
Your child’s 
teachers measure 

literacy skills 
by classroom 

observation, as well as 
by evaluating class work 

and homework. They will 
meet with you and your child to 

review progress, and they will also administer formal 
and informal reading tests.

In many countries, governments make schools 
accountable for student performance on 
standardized tests. These so-called “high-stakes” 
tests are used to determine how much progress a 
student, teacher, or school has made, with direct—
and sometimes serious—consequences for falling 
short of expectations.

These tests can be valuable tools, but sometimes 
too much importance is placed on the results. Dr. 
Peter Afflerbach of the University of Maryland, 
the author of Understanding and Using Reading 
Assessment, K–12, says that many people don’t 
realize the severe limitations of using any single test 
to tell the whole story of a child’s reading ability.

As a parent or caregiver, you need to learn all you 
can about the testing your child undergoes, as well as 
how to help him or her prepare for all kinds of tests.

Multiple measures 
of achievement
Standardized tests score student performance on a 
specific task or a limited range of tasks. That score 
can then be compared to those of other individuals 
or groups who have taken the same test.
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Classroom-based tests measure a range of skills 
and understandings across a group of students. The 
results are used to identify areas in which additional 
instruction would help the class as a whole, or 
individual students.

Neither of these tests provides a detailed picture of 
an individual’s overall reading skill or an “objective” 
measure of a particular reading skill against a 
broader standard of performance.

To get around the “blind spots” in any single type 
of test, many reading teachers favor an approach 
called multiple measures of achievement. They use a 
number of different tools (including standardized test 
results) to assess student progress, including

•  Sitting one-on-one with a child who reads aloud 
from a book and responds to questions about the 
text

•  Observing a child read silently on his or her own 
and then evaluating the child’s written response to 
a series of questions

•  Grading written class work or homework

•  Having the child do “cloze tasks,” which require 
filling in the blanks in a text by using context clues 
to determine missing words

•  Reading aloud to the class and having children 
form written or oral responses (this tests a child’s 
listening comprehension, as opposed to reading 
comprehension; both are important)

•  Testing a child’s ability to hear different phonemes 
(parts of words broken down into individual 
sounds), such as the difference between thin and 
fin or her and hear

Teachers use information gained from these sorts of 
informal reading tests to shape daily instruction in a 
way that addresses each child’s specific weaknesses 
and strengths.
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“While standardized tests measure accountability, it 
is the other regular daily association that helps 
us achieve accountability,” says Afflerbach. “A 
teacher who asks good questions and closely 
monitors student progress is working every day in 
the classroom to make teaching as excellent as it 
can be.”

Preparing for reading tests
Reading tests are a part of your child’s educational 
experience, and there are a number of ways you can 
help him or her prepare to do well:

•  Talk to your child about the upcoming test. 
Encourage him or her to prepare, but explain that 
a set score isn’t as important as doing one’s best.

•  Make sure your child’s sleeping 
and waking schedule is 
regular in the days 
leading up to the test. 
A well-rested child 
will be better 
able to follow 
directions, 
focus on 
required tasks, 
and feel more 
confident.

•  Be positive 
when asking 
your child how 
the test went. If 
you act worried, 
your anxiety will be 
noticed. Treat the test 
as just one component 
of your child’s educational 
achievements.

Talking to 
your child’s 
teacher
Your child’s teacher is 
familiar with each 
student’s literacy level, 
as well as with the tests 
required by your school 
district. Talking to the 
teacher will help you learn 
more about test content and 
methods and gain a better understanding 
of your child’s score.

Before your child takes a standardized test, ask the 
teacher or a school administrator

•  Which tests will be administered during the school 
year and for what purposes?

•  How will the teacher or the school use the results 
of the test?

•  What other tools will the teacher or the school use 
to measure your child’s performance?

•  Are there ways you can help your child work on 
reading and writing skills?

After your child has taken a standardized test, ask 
the teacher

•  What do your child’s reading test results reveal 
about his or her skills and abilities?

•  Are the test results consistent with your child’s 
performance in the classroom?

•  Will your child’s test score change the way he or 
she is taught in the classroom?

•  Are there things that you can do at home to help 
your child strengthen particular skills?

Making the Most of Reading Tests is one in 
a series of brochures produced in response 
to questions that parents frequently ask 
about their children’s reading instruction. 
Single copies may be downloaded free at 
the Association’s website, www.reading.org. 
Bulk copies may be purchased online or by 
telephone at 302-731-1600.

Text by Janel Atlas

© 2008 International Reading Association

The mission of the International Reading 
Association is to promote reading by 
continuously advancing the quality of literacy 
instruction and research worldwide. 
Our goals are to

•  Enhance the professional development of 
reading educators worldwide

•  Advocate for research, policy, and practices 
that support the best interests of all learners 
and reading professionals

•  Establish and strengthen national and 
international alliances with a wide range of 
organizations

•  Encourage and support research to 
promote informed decision making 
about reading practice and policy

•  Provide leadership on literacy issues 
around the world
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1 Talk with your children
as you play, shop, or work
around the house. Listen to
what they say. Ask questions.
When you talk to your 
children, you are helping 
them learn to use words.

2 Read to your children.
Try to read to them at the
same time every day. Bedtime
or before a nap is a good time.
Let them choose the story.

3 Let your children see you read. That is the best 
way to show them that you think reading is important 
and that you enjoy it, too.

4 Ask older children to read to younger ones.
The older children will be proud of their skills.
The younger children will want to read like 
their older brothers, sisters, or friends.

5 Go to the library together.
Ask the librarian for help in finding books
your children will enjoy. If you don’t have 
a library card, ask for one.With a card,
your family can borrow books.

6 Give your children books
about their special interests.
Do they like animals, sports, or magic?
Surprise them with books or magazines
about their favorite interests or activities.

7 Keep books, magazines, and newspapers
around your home so you and your children 
will always have something to read. Read aloud other
things you see during the day. Read street signs,
milk cartons, cereal boxes, and signs in store windows.

8 Plan outings for
your children.
Children learn from 
what they see and do.
Take them to a park 
or a parade, or just out 
for a walk. Church and
community groups also
plan trips that your family
might want to go on.

9 Say rhymes and poetry, or sing songs.
Rhymes and songs are easy for kids to remember,
so they can say them and sing them along with the rest 
of the family. Rhymes also help them learn letter sounds.

10 Tell stories about your family
and stories you enjoyed when you 

were a child.Ask grandparents 
and other family members 
to tell stories, too.Write down
some of these stories and the
ones your children tell. Save them

to read aloud at another time.

Helping Your Children 

BECOMe READERs

When you open a book with your children, you are opening the world for them.

You are making them think and wonder, and want to know more. You are helping 

them to do well in school. Best of all, you are enjoying time together as a family.

Here are ways to interest your little ones in books and help them learn skills that will lead to reading.

If you are interested in more ideas and advice about encouraging 
children to read, visit RIF’s website at www.rif.org.

Toll free: 1-877-RIF-READ  ©2004 Reading Is Fundamental, Inc. All rights reserved.
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