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READING TO AND 
WITH CHILDREN: THE 

R K BOSWELL 

Children who le.arn to read with ease cometo the reading task 
with language already well developed and with an understanding 
of books and book language. It is obvious, then, that those children 
who have been regularly read to at home will be at a distinct 
advantage over those who have not when they begin to read a t  
school. The "bed-time stories" will have provided an introduction 
to books, print, the more formal language of the written word, and 
a love for stories and literature. 

Because in Singapore there are a large proportion of homes 
where English is rarely spoken and where the practice of reading to 
children (especially in English) is not followed, there is a strong 
need for the schools to make up for this lack. It is recognised fully 
that many teachers wil l see this task of reading to young children 
deficient in English as fraught with difficulties but let us limit the 
task in magnitude, in time, and in concepts so that we offer an 
enjoyable and worthwhile experience to the children. 

When I read to a 2 year old, I must choose a simple book. I 
may use only one- or two-word sentences to name what he sees in 
the pictures. He wil l "read-along" and say the names orwords with 
me. Many of the books I would read to 2 or 3 year olds would have 
repetitive themes and sections. These may be the types of books 
you would need to "read" to your class of 6 year olds or7 year olds. 

The time spent in reading to children a t  this stage should not 
be great. Five to ten minutes at a session would be plenty. Wewant 
these times to be happy ones. We want reading and books to open 
up a world of pleasure and fun, not boredom. But we should read 
to children frequently - once or twice each day. 

As the children come to have more understanding of English, 
they should be introduced to more continuous stories, but during 
the first three years it would probably be safest to keep to picture 
story books for these sessions. 
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Some of the reading sessions could be used to help develop 
reading skills and language concepts with the children as a class- 
this procedure has been called the Shared Book Experience. 

The Shared Book Experience can be described as an attempt 
to adapt the principles of pre-school or early book experience to an 
even more powerful system of learning strategies. Some crucial 
early reading skills which can be developed during a Shared Book 
session are as follows: 

A demand for meaning 

Meaning is the only true end and justification of reading. 
Meaning is the vital guide in word solving. 
Meaning is the primary criterion for self-correction. 

e Meaning is the governing principle in the use of any 
reading skill. 

Skilled listening to book language 

The ability to listen carefully and attentively should be 
encouraged from a young age. Children's preparedness for 
reading wil l benefit through familiarity with the special forms 
of written language they wil l hear when stories are read to  
them. Of first and continuing importance is motivation to 
listen. Children have to learn to sustain listening attention 
and this is helped through reading to children material which 
is relevant to their interest, and which maintains appropriate 
pace and encourages active response and participation. 

Directional conventions 

Left-to-right processing must be actively taught and strongly 
emphasised in all early reading experiences. 

Prediction 

The "set" or habit of prediction should be produced first in  
listening. Children should be able to predict within the limits 
of their experience upon the basis of 

content, 
sentence structure, 
letter detail (later, beginning with initial consonants). 

Self-correction 

Children must develop the ability to be independently 
responsible for their own correcting and final accuracy. They 
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should be encouraged to confirm or self-correct their own 
responses on the basis of 

m meaning, 
m sentence structure, 
m letter detail. 

Sight vocabulary 

A small sight. vocabulary should be built up as soon as 
children understand the one-to-one relationship between 
spoken and written words. 

Auditory discrimination 

'Many opportunities will be found during the shared book 
experience procedures to discriminate between sounds and 
to model accurate pronunciation. 

Letter names 

Whenever the visual symbol is being referred to, use the 
letter names: a-ay, b-bee, c-see, and so on. 

Conventions of Punctuation 

Teach the recognition and function of full stops, question 
marks, capital letters, and commas- in unison reading and in 
"reading-with" situations. 

All of these features can be dealt with in sessions when the 
teacher "shares" a book with the class. The teacher may read 
the same story 3 or 4times on successive days moving from a 
"straight" reading on day 1 to more analytical and shared 
sessions which the children may contribute to as the story 
progresses. They might: 

m read a repetitive section or favourite section, 
m dramatize some parts, 
m predict outcomes or alternatives. 

In this way the reading of stories to children becomes a truly 
shared experience, and it also plays a vital role in the teaching of 
language and reading skills to children. 

(Author's acknowledgement: This article is based on notes by R D 
Holdawa y). 
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