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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR

RAISING CONFIDENT READERS

“I highly recommend Dr. Gentry’s Raising Confident Readers to any parent who wants success for their child—not just in reading, but in life.

—David W. Johnson, MD, Fellow of the American Board of Pediatrics


 


“Raising Confident Readers is a wonderful gift and resource for parents and teachers alike! Dr. Gentry has combined best research practices with a wealth of experiences in the field to provide clear answers to common questions about developing readers.This book will stretch understandings about phonics, words, spelling, reading levels, comprehension, and much more. My favorite insight in the book: ‘Create a joyful, literate environment at home, and respond to your child’s natural curiosity and questions.’ So true!”

—Dr. Connie R. Hebert, National Literacy Consultant and author of Catch a Falling Writer



 


“This important book will have profound impact on how parents of young children view their role as their child’s first and most important teachers.”

—Antoinette Fornshell, author of Planning for Successful Reading and Writing Instruction in K-2



 


“This is a carefully crafted book that is both comprehensive and practical.  Raising Confident Readers is a must-read for every new parent. Dr. Gentry clearly describes the stages of literary development in children and explains how parents can informally instruct their children.”

—Dr. Paula Egelson, Director of the Center for Partnerships to Improve Education at the College of Charleston, South Carolina 


“This book will be useful to any parent who wonders what their young child is experiencing in learning to read. And what better way to love a child than to help him or her become a reader.”

—Timothy Shanahan, Professor of Urban Education, University of Illinois, Chicago


 


“It is encouraging to find a literacy resource for parents that is less concerned about ‘racing up the levels’ and focuses more on enjoying the journey! Dr. Gentry’s Raising Confident Readers offers parents and teachers a common language, free from educational jargon, to continue to the conversation (and the exciting journey) once formal instruction begins!”

—Suzy Quiles, Reading Specialist and Language Arts Supervisor


 



 


“Richard Gentry understands just what young children need to learn to read. He has provided an outstanding guide for parents to help their children get a jumpstart on early literacy experiences. Filled with practical advice and effective and engaging activities, this dynamic book provides the tools for parents to help their children prepare for success with reading.”

—Lori Kamola, MSEd, Reading Specialist


 



 


“Brilliantly written . . . this book should be required reading for every Pre-K through second-grade teacher, caregiver, and early childhood interventionist.”

—Jan McNeel, Independent Educational Consultant
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INTRODUCTION


CONFIDENT READERS are not born, but they can be made—naturally, lovingly, and joyfully—by a child’s first reading teacher: you. If you are holding this book, it means that you know how important reading and writing are for your child’s success. As a parent, grandparent, or other type of caregiver, you want to be certain your child’s literacy is developing appropriately. But unless you are a literacy expert, you probably don’t know how to teach reading—how to move your child from listening to stories to reading and writing them independently. It’s likely you don’t know what your child’s reading, writing, and spelling should look like from birth to age seven or how to recognize when literacy may not be developing normally.That’s where this book fits in.

This is the first parent-centered book of its kind—that is, the first book to show parents or other caregivers how to teach reading and capitalize on the critical role early writing plays in learning to read. Contrary to popular belief, at the beginning levels, learning to read and learning to write are almost the same. In fact, early readers are almost always pencil-and-paper kids who write first and read later:They learn to read by writing. But while many parents read aloud to their children, few take the next step by encouraging early writing. Raising Confident Readers  will show you how to do this and more—without subjecting your child  to boring scripted lessons or detracting from the bonding experience of reading together.This is an activity-based book with writing, reading, and sound-awareness activities designed to fit effortlessly into your regular day-to-day schedule and to be enjoyable and rewarding for everyone. Helping your young child learn to read and write is likely to be one of the most amazing experiences you’ll ever have.


Raising Confident Readers shows you how your child’s brain is wired for reading. Well before your child can speak or read, he is absorbing language at a phenomenal pace. In the first year of life, his brain will triple in size; by the time he enters kindergarten, it will be almost as big as yours. It is during this critical period that virtually all the neural pathways establishing language proficiency are formed. That is why, as your child’s first reading teacher, it is so crucial to make the most of these early years—the critical period from birth to age six.The opportunity will not come again. The brain’s ability to absorb new language patterns diminishes steadily from the age of seven until puberty, and capacities such as overcoming spelling disabilities or overcoming dyslexia are virtually gone in early adulthood. At a later age, the brain may compensate for these disabilities and use different pathways or circuitry, but learning to read will be harder. As described in Chapter 1, some of the complicated reading circuitry used by normal readers will have been pruned.The literacy activities in this book, each specifically tailored to your child’s current development phase, will directly and permanently alter the structure and future function of your child’s brain! He’ll be using the same systems you activate now when he’s eighty.




IT’S AS SIMPLE AS 1-2-3! 

As complicated and mysterious as language acquisition may seem, all beginning readers and writers follow one clear path toward literacy: They progress through literacy milestones in a consistent sequence of five literacy phases. In this book, which is drawn from my thirty years of literacy work with children, I describe that path to you, pointing out important milestones along the way and providing fun and easy activities to help your child reach those milestones in a timely manner. Here are three easy steps to follow as your child proceeds through the five phases:


1. Get Off to an Early Start: Enjoy Loving Literacy Interactions with Your Child 

Critical formative brain activity for literacy happens early. From birth to age five, your child’s brain is like a sponge, soaking up information. This is the time to set the foundations of literacy.While there is no need to resort to extreme measures—formal instruction, commercial video programs, or early phonics or flash-card lessons—you should work to provide loving literacy interactions with babies and toddlers. Rich early literacy interactions can help produce rich, literate brains.

Starting early can put your child on a path toward being a confident, expert reader and writer at a young age. Consider this: Researchers say it takes 10,000 hours to become an expert at almost anything. But under the best of circumstances, your child might get only about 500 hours of reading under his belt each year in school. Do the math—at that rate your child won’t be an expert reader until college. Accordingly, you’ll want to begin early to create a positive mindset and good habits. Generate energy and enthusiasm for reading and writing, and keep a close check on TV or video time, so that your child will want to pick up books voluntarily and spend time with them at every age.

How much time is required at the beginning? If you start early, not a whole lot. By spending just a few minutes a day engaging your baby or toddler in literacy activities, you can rack up many valuable hours of practice and learning before your child starts school.Think of how easy it would be to label a few objects or colors in your eighteen-month-old child’s bedroom: bed, for instance, or the toy cat. Write your child’s name on her photograph along with Mom and Dad. Then spend thirty seconds three times a day playing “the word game,” pointing out a few words labeled in baby’s room, drawing attention to the sounds in sequence, and tracking them from left to right with your finger: “See this word? It says Mom: /m/-/o/-/m/. Baby can read Mom! Mom loves baby!” This simple ninety-second-a-day word game can lead to word reading at about the same time the baby speaks her first words!

Spending time reading and talking to your baby pays dividends.When you read aloud to your baby with positive conversational interchanges  you engender long-term gains and increase your baby’s or toddler’s intelligence. In a famous study, psychologists Betty Hart and Todd Risley tracked baby development in forty-two professional, working-class, and welfare families, visiting their homes for one hour each month for two and a half years to record how the families interacted with the babies verbally from the time the children were seven months old until age three.The researchers described interactions between parents and children and tape-recorded all parent-child conversations.The database included analysis of words used, parts of speech, and types of sentences. The researchers tracked use of affirmations (“You are smart!”), prohibitions (“Stop, bad girl!”), and questions (“Where’s the doll?”). Their findings were astounding.

Babies and toddlers in professional families over the period heard a staggering 45 million words, compared to 26 million in working-class families and a meager 13 million for welfare children. Children who interacted with a greater volume of conversation in the first three years of life and with more word and sentence variety developed much larger vocabularies than those who interacted with a smaller volume of conversation and less word and sentence variety. The children with little conversation at home entered kindergarten with a huge word gap, having heard 32 million fewer words than some of their classmates. By third grade, the children with robust early word exposure had higher IQs and were better readers, writers, and spellers.

One remarkable finding with important implications for parenting was that positive verbal responses—praise as opposed to negative conversational feedback—resulted in better intellectual and literacy gains at all socioeconomic status levels. This remarkable study alone should convince all parents to read and talk to their newborns early and often. Reading aloud to young children increases the quality of words that they hear, introduces three times as many “rare words” not often used in conversation, and provides the repeated exposure to words that preschoolers need. One can hardly imagine a more meaningful difference in the everyday lives of young children than joyfully reading, talking to them, and bonding through books.1


Starting literacy at home can help to eliminate literacy problems down the road or bring them to light sooner, when they can be dealt with far more effectively than if they are not caught until the child is beginning elementary school. Dr. Angela Fawcett, a researcher at the University of Sheffield in Great Britain, recently found that just one hour a week for ten weeks of small-group work for language-delayed preschoolers was more effective in boosting skills than a whole year of remediation for seven- and eight-year-olds.2 Government statistics show that four out of ten eight-year-olds in the United States cannot read independently. Most of these children likely never received the early intervention that could have solved their problems quickly and easily; now, many will struggle with reading for years, if not for life. The best intervention therefore begins at home. You are in the best position to get your child started on the right track.

But even if your child is already in school, it’s not too late to intervene. This book will teach you what type of text your child should be able to read and what level of writing she should be able to accomplish at important markers in kindergarten through second grade. If your child isn’t reaching those markers at the right time, you will learn how to work with your child at home and direct her education at school to get things back on track.The sooner you get help for your child, the better.


2. Know the Reading Phases: The Early Milestones for Monitoring Progress 

Children learn to read in a remarkably regular way, just as they progress through motor milestones or learn to speak in a consistent sequence. There are five easy-to-recognize phases in beginning reading and writing, and knowing these can help parents lead their children in appropriate literacy activities.You can chart your child’s natural literacy developmental milestones, gently prodding him to the next level. Figures I.1- I.5 below give you a bird’s-eye view of the five phases. Seeing and understanding these phases will open your eyes to your child’s literacy development:

Phase 0

Your child’s literacy development begins at birth and develops based on the foundations set by you.Your baby shows interest and joy in being read to, and later shows interest in marking, drawing, and scribbling—the precursors of writing and reading.


Figure I.1: Phase 0
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Phase 1

Your toddler learns to write her name and read some words. She explores writing by attempting to write messages and stories using random letters and attempts to imitate the reading of easy books.


Figure I.2: Phase 1
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Phase 2

Your toddler begins learning the alphabet, matching beginning and prominent letters to sounds, and labeling drawings or writing messages with a few letter-sound matches.You can sometimes read them. He reads some easy books from memory.


Figure I.3: Phase 2
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Phase 3

Your beginner REDS (reads), RITS (writes), and SPELS (spells), using one letter for each sound. She can read quite a few books from memory and recognizes scores of words on sight.


Figure I.4: Phase 3
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Figure I.5: Phase 4
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Phase 4

Your child reads easy chapter books, recognizes more than one hundred words on sight, and begins to spell many words correctly. She shows A-WAR-NIS of FON-ICS PAT-URNS (awareness of phonics patterns), spelling words such as EVREWHAIR (everywhere), BILLDINGS (buildings), andTIYERD (tired) in “chunks.” She moves into fluid coding ability. Mature reading kicks in as reading becomes automatic.


3. Engage Your Child with the Right Literacy Activity at the Right Time 

The best teachers of reading in school have specialized training and expertise. They know how to match children with the right books at the right time, what levels of text to use, and how to motivate and engage children with reading.They understand that reading is an interactive process, so they read aloud to children and have book talks.They know that reading entails comprehension, but they also acknowledge the importance of phonics (how letters are associated with sounds) for learning to read. They make sure that children have access to lots of  books and encourage them to choose ones on topics they are interested in.They make easy books available so children can read independently. They also introduce children to the best children’s literature. In short, expertly trained teachers know how to teach reading. Parent teachers of reading need some tips on these same areas of expertise.

You may worry that you are not an expert and fear that you might steer your child the wrong way or confuse him. That’s why this book is important. I’ll show you how to teach reading, writing, and spelling to little ones in a nurturing environment.The activities and tips I provide will be matched with your child’s natural phase of development. I’ll help you to choose the best books and activities at the right time for lap or side-by-side reading, to understand what to expect from your child during his first attempts as a writer and speller, and to know when to intervene to correct problems. I’ll show you why introducing your toddler to drawing and early writing are as important as reading aloud.

Confident and competent teachers make confident readers grow and blossom. If you understand how reading develops in your child and are confident that you are introducing appropriate activities and techniques at the right time, you’ll feel good being your child’s first reading and writing teacher—it may, in fact, be one of your most positive parenting experiences.

Knowing the five phases and what type of activities to provide during each phase makes it easy for you to help your child move from one developmental level to the next. Remember, follow these three steps and your child will grow into a confident reader:1. Start early.

2. Monitor phase development.

3. Match activities to your child’s needs.






HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 

This book shows you how to create a stimulating literacy environment at home with absolutely the best activities available to teach your child to read. All of the activities are specifically targeted to your child’s current level of functioning, and all of them will allow you to teach reading  successfully and informally through bonding, exploration, and play.They are drawn from the most current literature on research-based practices for teaching reading professionally.

But this is not a set of lockstep lessons for formal instruction—in fact, early formal instruction at home is inappropriate. Rather, in Chapters 4 through 8, each chapter focuses on one of the five phases, providing a set of choices for ensuring that print becomes a dynamic and significant part of your young child’s everyday life, and ultimately leading to the ability and desire to read and write. The activities do not require you to spend a lot of time on any given day on literacy activities, but over the years you will have spent a lot of time with your child sharing literacy. Keep this book throughout the first years of your child’s life and refer to it often as a guide to literacy development. It shows you how to be your child’s first reading teacher and awaken him or her to literacy.

In the chapters ahead you will learn how to raise a confident reader by determining your child’s current phase quickly and easily and then providing the right teaching activities at the right time as you monitor progress and celebrate accomplishments. In Chapter 1 you’ll be amazed by the new discoveries from brain science.This summary of the findings will help you to understand how your child’s brain learns to read. Chapter 2 shows you how easy it is to raise a confident reader by following a simple brain-based formula, which takes its name from the acronym “READ.” The chapter also introduces the concept of keeping a simple Literacy Milestones Diary to track your child’s progress. Chapter 3 will enable you to determine exactly where your child currently is on the developmental ladder and direct you to the chapter later in the book that covers that phase.

Each chapter in Chapters 4 through 8 provides just the right activities to move your child forward in reading, writing, and spelling when he or she is in the particular phase being covered.The activities suggested for each phase all work together. Choose from these recommendations for targeted teaching, keep your child’s Literacy Milestones Diary up to date, and celebrate his or her accomplishments. Chapter 9 shows you what to expect once your child enters school and explains how to troubleshoot if things get off track. Raising Confident Readers guides you  every step of the way as your child makes the journey to proficiency and confidence in reading, writing, and spelling, showing you how to teach reading with the right activities at the right time to develop your child’s “reading” brain.




THE PYRAMID MODEL FOR TEACHING READING 

Although learning to read is a complex process, teaching your child at home doesn’t have to be. It only requires a little focused attention easily spread over the early years.Your child’s literacy development begins at birth and builds on the foundations set by you. Paying attention to your child’s reading development and being your child’s first reading teacher is like building a pyramid—stone by stone—with foundational layers of construction supporting the climb to the top. Figure I.6 shows the “Pyramid of Beginning Reading Growth” outlined in this book that your child will be ascending. Starting with the appropriate foundations, your child will grow while moving toward peak performance, enhanced capability, and confident lifelong reading. Raising Confident Readers makes the climb to the top easy.


Figure I.6: The Pyramid of Beginning Reading Growth
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Phase 0

 




Reading: Responds to reading aloud; pretends to read; memory reading is possible


Writing: Draws and scribbles; pretends to write; distinguishes writing from drawing


Sounds and Spelling: Masters the speech sounds of English; learns to speak; draws and scribbles; distinguishes spelling from pictures

 



Phase 1

 




Reading: Reads a few words on sight; memory reads after repetition; reads kindergarten level A


Writing: Attempts to label; attempts to write phrases or messages; writes in random letters


Sounds and Spelling: Recognizes rhymes; claps syllables; attempts to spell words with random letters; spells name and a few other words correctly; has no phonemic awareness; lacks conscious knowledge of sounds in words; may think random letters spell a given word

 



Phase 2

 




Reading: Reads up to thirty words on sight; memory reads after repetition; masters kindergarten/first-grade reading levels A-C


Writing: Writes simple stories (three to six lines or sentences); attempts several genres (lists, commands, messages, directions, labels, writing on maps)


Sounds and Spelling: Recognizes rhymes; claps syllables; spells a few sounds in words, such as beginning and ending sounds (B or BD for bird,  for example), but spells a few words correctly; has partial phonemic awareness; is conscious of some but not all letters in words; cannot make analogies, such as spelling mat from the known word cat


 



Phase 3

 




Reading: Reads thirty to fifty or more words on sight; reads after support of repetition and memory; masters first-grade reading levels C-G


Writing: Writes simple stories with a beginning, middle, and ending; uses various genres


Sounds and Spelling: Spells most sounds in a word with a single letter; gains full phonemic awareness; is conscious of each speech sound in a word; learns to spell words by analogy to known words; may skip vowels when a consonant such as “r” carries the vowel sound (for example, using BRD to spell bird)

 



Phase 4

 




Reading: Moves into independent reading; reads one hundred or more words on sight; masters first-grade reading levels G-I or begins second-grade levels


Writing: Writes more elaborate stories, such as first-then-next-last; writes in varying genres with book language


Sounds and Spelling: Spells words in chunks of phonics patterns; spells by analogy to known words; spells many words correctly; shows greater understanding of how letters combine in chunks to make up words, but may not always choose the correct combinations (for example, BERD or BURD may spell bird)

 



You need not wait to begin. Before moving forward, here are six parental goals that you can commit to now to ensure your child’s future success. You are already on your way!




SIX PARENT GOALS FOR LITERACY 

1. I can teach my child to read with simple and fun activities at home to develop literacy early, naturally, and joyfully.

2. I can bond with my child through books and nurture positive reading attitudes that last a lifetime.

3. I can encourage early writing—moving from scribbles, to name writing, to labeling, to little stories—to help my child begin to build the integrated neural circuits necessary for reading.

4. I can replace reading “to” my child with reading “for,” “with,” and “by” my child.

5. I can ensure that critical formative brain activity for literacy happens at home by choosing reading and writing activities—and having expectations—appropriate for my child’s phase.

6. If my child has difficulties with literacy, I can intervene early in a meaningful way.
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1

START EARLY

Nurture Your Child’s Brain as It Grows into Reading

 



 



 



 



 




YOUR BABY’S BRAIN is ready for exposure to literacy activity as soon as he is born: He came into the world with a brain hardwired for communication, including aspects of communicating in print.The critical period for brain development for communication is between birth and six years of age. Reading can come easily and naturally for him if you introduce the right activities to stimulate specific neural systems during this critical period.You simply start early, take your time, stimulate the right neural systems—often with targeted literacy activities—and have fun with it.

Even in babyhood, introducing rich, baby-appropriate literacy activity—talking to her, showing her illustrations, responding to her smile, bouncing around her room with her in your arms pointing to a few word labels you have posted—can stimulate tremendous brain growth and initiate foundational reading connections.You can lay down the wiring for the reading system early on by injecting talk about print and by giving your baby or toddler opportunities to engage in listening, viewing, exploring, feeling, touching, and movement activities related  to print in her everyday routines.You will even interject smelling and taste by cuddling your baby close and letting her grasp and explore the first board books with her mouth.Your baby is learning about books, and in a few months, she’ll be turning the pages!

Starting early is important.Your baby’s brain will strengthen the language and literacy connections that are used early on and eventually prune or override the connections that aren’t activated. Pruning is directly related to later capacities for language learning. For example, he has the capacity to learn both English and Swahili if you were to introduce both languages before age six and strengthen those connections, but due to brain-cell pruning, he’ll never learn to speak or read Swahili or thousands of other human languages (there are approximately 7,000!) without an accent if he starts learning the language beyond puberty.

Your toddler’s early writing and reading strategies will be replaced with more efficient strategies as he moves up the developmental ladder. The early beginnings set the foundations, start the process, and establish a strong framework on which academic scholarship can be built.

 



Grab onto the 32-Million-Word Advantage

 



The easiest and most natural time to start laying down reading circuits and wiring up the powerful language systems in your child’s brain is during the first four or five years of life.The brain’s reading systems are intricately connected to its systems for learning language, with both, ideally, developing together.That means that getting started with reading early will make the most of what is already happening naturally.

For optimal development, these systems are both codependent and mutually beneficial. During the early years when your young child’s brain is ripe for learning language, reading aloud stimulates and accelerates your baby’s speaking skills. Studies show that when parents enrich a baby’s environment by talking to her often and reading aloud, the child will have heard roughly 45 million words by age four—which gives her roughly a 32-million-word advantage in words heard over children who are not talked to in this way and exposed to early literacy.1  Your child’s brain can convert this exposure into a vocabulary of 13,000 words by age six.

Babies are smart! Beginning early with Phase 0 activities, you’ll not only reap the benefits of activating the reading system, but also activate hearing, visual, social, and emotional systems and foster a love for books.2  Here are some established facts showing what babies can do with early literacy:
• Babies can see illustrations at about three months of age and can remember bold colors such as red, blue, green, and yellow by four months of age.

• Between six and nine months of age, babies can link sounds with objects and concepts.

• Babies can understand the words you read five months before they can speak them.

• Babies can start pencil-and-paper activity before twelve months of age if you help them.

• Babies can draw pictures and create narratives at between two and three years of age.





When you start early, you benefit too. Studies show that you are strengthening bonds with your child when you read aloud to him and engage in other literacy activity, and that these bonds make you a better parent.

All of the above happens in the first phase alone—Phase 0. If you continue into Phases 1, 2, and beyond, the complex beginning-to-read circuits will fully connect to robust brain circuits for language, and before you know it you will have raised a confident reader. If you start at birth, it can happen between three and five years of age.

 



Choose Informal Versus Formal Instruction

 



Parents should make the distinction between formal versus informal reading instruction.Your baby’s or toddler’s brain is ripe for reading through informal activities like the ones found in this book, but not from formal reading instruction. According to brain science, the best brain-based age for formal reading instruction is between the ages of six or seven. In a comprehensive overview of current scientific knowledge  about brain development from birth to age five, neurobiologist Lise Eliot reported that the young child’s frontal lobe isn’t fully developed until six years of age (or later). Until then, the child is not ready for the higher-level thinking required for formal reading instruction. Moreover, children are only able to “follow an adult’s reasoning, use their memory in a deliberate fashion, begin to grasp abstract concepts, and have the self-control to sit still and really absorb what’s being taught” in formal instruction after their frontal lobes are sufficiently developed. Eliot also concluded that there was no scientific evidence that children benefit from early formal reading instruction either at home or in preschool.3  The early advantage—setting the foundations for success with reading at home and making learning to read natural and easy—comes through  informal teaching.

A nurturing preschool with informal literacy activities can support and extend what you do at home. These preschools are not factories where literacy is forced on children through rote memorization and direct instruction. Rather, teachers are reading aloud and providing other knowledge-building experiences, engaging in higher-level conversations with children, and encouraging children to discover, question, evaluate, and use higher-order thinking skills. Children are joyfully drawing and writing about their discoveries. In fact, there is much that a good preschool teacher can do through fun activities to familiarize children with letters and sounds and to engage them in storytelling, art activities, and early drawing and writing.

Schools have raised the bar for literacy expectations in kindergarten, and as a result, most parents feel that their children must go to preschool. There is even competition to get into the “best” preschools in some cities. Whether you enlist the help of a good preschool or go it alone, what is important is that your child gets the informal types of literacy activities presented in this book early in life. If you choose not to send your child to preschool, that makes it all the more important to lay the foundation for literacy at home; even if your child does attend preschool, however, home literacy activities are crucial to literacy development.

More formal instruction is appropriate once a child is six or seven, and there is no doubt that older children do learn to read with formal instruction. In the United States, we used to wait until first grade to  begin to teach reading, and even today, in some countries, such as Finland—which boasts one of the highest literacy rates in the world—formal reading instruction does not begin until age seven. That is not necessarily the direction that we should go in.The Finnish model does not work well in many English-speaking countries.The societal demands in Finnish schools—very few immigrants, for example—and the fact that Finnish may be easier to read than English, may explain why the “wait-for-formal-instruction model” works in Finland while it may be unsuitable for English-speaking countries.

Perhaps you didn’t get the preschool jumpstart yourself and you feel quite confident with your current reading ability. Perhaps even the home activities seem unnecessary to you because your own parents did not engage in them with you. “What’s different for my child?” you may ask. One difference is that kindergarten is now the new first grade. Beyond that, you are likely a product of the last century in which the general practice was to wait before beginning formal reading instruction. But perpetuating that model—waiting—may explain, in part, why four out of ten American children can’t read proficiently by fourth grade.While it is true that some waiting is appropriate for formal instruction, informal instruction is another story altogether.

 



Want to Overcome Dyslexia? Don’t Wait!

 



Your very young child’s brain is plastic, malleable, and able—if need be—to reroute reading circuits when there are problems. This will change after the first few years of schooling, when the window of opportunity for rewiring will be diminished. According to neuroscientists, one in five American children encounter some form of neurologically based reading disability due to misfiring in the lowest level of the brain’s circuitry for reading—the level where alphabetic decoding takes place.

The misfiring may be caused by the way the wiring was laid down before birth when there can be a disruption of the basic circuitry for linking letters to sounds. This condition, called dyslexia, is often hard to detect in school because the higher levels of reading circuitry, such as the abilities necessary for comprehension, are intact. Additionally, many schools do not have anyone on staff with expertise in identifying  and responding to early signs of dyslexia. There is growing evidence, however, that due to the malleability and plasticity of the very young brain, if children get the kind of teaching activities presented in this book—especially the kinds of activities that I have included in each phase that address sounds, breaking the alphabetic code, and spelling—the dyslexic brain may fix itself. 4 The danger in waiting is that learning disabilities are often left undetected until the ages of eleven to seventeen in American schools, and that’s too late.5


There’s another reason not to wait. English is harder to read and write than many other languages. Here’s just one example: English has 44 sounds and over 1,000 letter combinations for spelling them. By contrast, Italian only has 25 sounds and 35 letter combinations and is much easier to read and write. While parents of English speakers shouldn’t push formal reading instruction too early or fret if their child isn’t reading independently before kindergarten, it is important to take advantage of the malleability of the young child’s brain to make sure this wiring is beginning to be put into place.The brain is ripe for it.That is precisely why teaching reading at home may be better than waiting for your child to learn to read in school.

When teaching at home, your goal is to ensure that your child has a successful beginning. The best insurance is to take action when your child’s brain is ripe for learning:Teach beginning reading at home.




WATCH FOR EARLY DEVELOPMENTAL PHASES: NURTURE READING TADPOLES AND THEY TURN INTO READING FROGS 


The Tadpole Reader Timeline 

As a beginning reader and writer, your child will go through a series of five tadpole-like literacy phases before automatic, mature reading can evolve. It is as if the neural circuits slowly begin to light up or unfold. The sequence is the same for every child. When you start reading and writing with your child at home, the tadpole phases are stretched out over a very long period of time—as much as a year or more for some phases—but your child will move to the next phase easily, without formal instruction, by engaging in appropriate literacy activities. Children  who are introduced to reading at home generally reach independent and mature brain functioning for reading just before or during kindergarten and have a successful academic beginning in school.

When children come to kindergarten with little preparation for beginning reading, such as not having learned to write their names, the tadpole phases generally take two years of formal schooling to unfold, and even if things go well, these underprepared children may not be reading independently until well into grade two or later. Too often, things don’t go well for children who first encounter beginning reading through formal reading instruction in American schools: Some 40 percent of American eight-year-olds have not advanced through Phase 4 and cannot read independently.This may be a result of both poor reading instruction in school and a disadvantaged language environment at home.

Research over the past thirty years, including my own, reveals visible changes in a child’s tadpole reading and writing phases based on the sound and letter choices children make when they begin to write. Seeing these beginning reading phases in early writing is as easy as seeing the five phases of tadpole development: (0) egg phase, (1) leg-growing phase, (2) tail-losing phase, (3) lung-development phase, and (4) insect-ingestion phase. Watch a beginning writer and you will see him make choices in what he puts down on paper to represent words. His letter choices and categorizations of speech sounds will reflect the representation he has in his brain for how the English alphabetic code works. His choices will change qualitatively at each phase level. Seeing these changes in early writing and spelling and following your child’s tadpole-reader timeline is the best way to choose learning activities and monitor progress at home.


A Nurturing Literacy Environment: The Right Activities at the Right Time 

Just as tadpoles need the special nurturing environment of a pond, your young tadpole reader requires special nurturing for reading and writing at home with the right literacy activities matched to his phase of development. This book makes it easy to select exactly the right activities at the right time for informal instruction at home.


Tadpole Readers and the English Spelling Code 

A beginning reader must link letters to sounds, pay attention to spelling patterns, and figure out how these patterns work. The process is slow and analytical at the beginning. Ironically, the mature (frog) reader’s brain can override the spelling code and read quickly and automatically, paying very little attention to the spelling. In other words, a mature reader’s brain is functioning differently from a beginning reader’s brain when looking at the spellings on a page of text.

OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_oeb_001_r1.jpg
RAISING

CONFIDENT
READERS

How to Teach Your Child
to Read and Write—
from Baby to Age Seven

DR. J. RICHARD GENTRY





OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_oeb_002_r1.jpg
By

n:\jé)

<





OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_oeb_006_r1.gif
nth F
wn N+ T wgrfgm’;
Bepdnd the tuth
Fdhe cam.





OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_oeb_007_r1.gif





OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_oeb_005_r1.gif





OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_oeb_004_r1.gif
=UE( _S/Y\LMHM fMvE

)
A
I BB





OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_oeb_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
How to Teach
Your Child to
Read and Write—

RAISING
CONFIDENT

READERS

Dr. J. Richard Gentry





OEBPS/dr_9780738214191_oeb_008_r1.gif
Reading [
Writing |

31064 = Phase 2

}m. e
}.w,
s

04 * Depending on what happens at home

Newborn






