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For Hugo and the Chogen




The soul is contained in the human voice.


—JORGE LUIS BORGES


Love doesn’t just sit there, like a stone. It has to be made,
like bread: re-made all the time, made new.


—URSULA K. LEGUIN




AUTHOR’S NOTE
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THIS BOOK HAD its origins in an article I wrote for the Wall Street Journal in the summer of 2015, “The Great Gift of Reading Aloud,” which itself emerged from two decades of nightly reading to my children, and my dozen-plus years as the paper’s children’s book critic. A few lines from that piece and others for the WSJ survive in these pages, as do adapted excerpts from humorous family sketches that I wrote in the early 2000s.


All my source materials are listed in the notes at the end, and in the acknowledgments I name the people who generously shared with me their time and expertise. Any infelicities of data or interpretation will be mine, not theirs. The individuals who appear in these pages are all real, and I have faithfully recorded their words (sometimes eliding or tidying for clarity), but to protect privacy I’ve changed many of their names. Lines of dialogue are as close to the truth as memory, digital recordings, and contemporaneous notes permit. For simplicity, I often use the word parent to describe any given adult who reads to a child and trust that all the aunts, uncles, cousins, brothers, sisters, teachers, babysitters, and lovely next-door neighbors who read to children will understand that of course I mean them, too. Similarly, in the spirit of tradition (not to mention ease of reading) I use the pronoun he to describe any theoretical child.


When a book mixes memoir and advocacy with science, history, art, and literature, as this one does, some ideas, thinkers, and events are bound to go unremarked and uncelebrated. I hope the reader will forgive these inescapable omissions. The same goes for the books that I discuss and, especially, the lists of additional suggested titles at the end. These are not clinical, impartial, or complete guides to “correct” stories for reading aloud, but personal favorites of mine and my children. Other families will prefer other books, and why not? We don’t live on Camazotz, the dark planet in A Wrinkle in Time, where everyone has to conform. We can read what appeals to us and skip what doesn’t, and that’s as it should be. The important thing is to read—out loud.




INTRODUCTION
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THE TIME WE spend reading aloud is like no other time. A miraculous alchemy takes place when one person reads to another, one that converts the ordinary stuff of life—a book, a voice, a place to sit, and a bit of time—into astonishing fuel for the heart, the mind, and the imagination.


“We let down our guard when someone we love is reading us a story,” the novelist Kate DiCamillo once told me. “We exist together in a little patch of warmth and light.”


She’s right about that, and explorations in brain and behavioral science are beginning to yield thrilling insights into why. It’s no coincidence that these discoveries are coming during a paradigm shift in the way we live. The technology that allows us to observe the inner workings of the human brain is of a piece with the same technology that baffles and addles and seems to be reshaping the brain. In a culture undergoing what’s been called “the big disconnect,” many of us are grappling with the effects of screens and devices, machines that enhance our lives and at the same time make it harder to concentrate and to retain what we’ve seen and read, and alarmingly easy to be only half present even with the people we love most. In this distracted age, we need to change our understanding of what reading aloud is, and what it can do. It is not just a simple, cozy, nostalgic pastime that can be taken up or dropped without consequence. It needs to be recognized as the dazzlingly transformative and even countercultural act that it is.


For babies and small children, with their fast-growing brains, there is simply nothing else like it. For that reason, I’ve devoted a substantial proportion of this book to the young. They respond in the most immediately consequential ways when someone reads to them, and as a result they are the subject of most research on the topic. As we shall see, listening to stories while looking at pictures stimulates children’s deep brain networks, fostering their optimal cognitive development. Further, the companionable experience of shared reading cultivates empathy, dramatically accelerates young children’s language acquisition, and vaults them ahead of their peers when they get to school. The rewards of early reading are astonishingly meaningful: toddlers who have lots of stories read to them turn into children who are more likely to enjoy strong relationships, sharper focus, and greater emotional resilience and self-mastery. The evidence has become so overwhelming that social scientists now consider read-aloud time one of the most important indicators of a child’s prospects in life.


It would be a mistake, though, to relegate reading aloud solely to the realm of childhood. The deeply human exchange of one person reading to another is, in fact, human, which means that its pleasures and benefits are open to everyone. Teenagers and adults who are read to, or who do the reading themselves, may not win the same degree of scientific interest, but there’s no question that they benefit, too, in ways intellectual, emotional, literary, and even spiritual. For frazzled adults in midlife, whose attention is yanked in a thousand directions, taking the time to read aloud can be like applying a soothing balm to the soul. For older adults in later life, its effects are so consoling and invigorating as to make it seem like a health tonic, or even a kind of medicine.


We have everything to gain and no time to waste. In the tech era, we can all benefit from what reading aloud supplies, but with children, the need is urgent. Many young people are spending as many as nine hours a day with screens. They are surrounded by technology—it informs their world, it absorbs their attention, it commandeers their hands and eyes—and they need the adults in their lives to read books to them not despite that but because of it.


In our cultural adaptation to the Internet, we have gained and we have lost. Reading aloud is a restorative that can replenish what technology leaches away. Where the screen tends to separate family members by sending each into his own private virtual reality, reading together draws people closer and unites them. Sitting with a book and a companion or two, we are transported to realms of imagination in warm physical proximity to one another. For children, contemplating the illustrations in picture books quietly and at length helps to inculcate the grammar of visual art in a way that really can’t happen when the pictures are animated or morphing or jumping around. Where the infinite jostling possibilities of the touch screen make us feel scatterbrained, a story read aloud engages our minds in deep, sustained attention. The language of stories helps babies develop the linguistic scaffolding for early speech, and helps young children work toward fluency. When children are older, novels read aloud give them access to complex language and narratives that might otherwise be beyond them. The experience bathes children of all ages in torrents of words, images, and syntactical rhythms that they might not get anywhere else. It brings joy, engagement, and profound emotional connection for children, teens, adults—everybody. Reading out loud is probably the least expensive and most effective intervention we can make for the good of our families, and for the wider culture.


The Enchanted Hour is for anyone who loves books, stories, art, and language. It is for everyone who wants to give babies and toddlers the best possible start in life, everyone who cares about the tenderhearted middle-schooler and the vulnerable, inquisitive teenager, and for everyone who has yearned for an encounter with literature that breaks through what Virginia Woolf called “the cotton wool of daily life.” It is for people who have never tried reading out loud. It is for people who’ve read aloud for years. Most of all, perhaps, this book is for everyone who has felt the dulling of emotional connection and the muddying of once-clear ideas and priorities in an era of noisy ephemera, technological enthrallment, and an overbearing news cycle.


In these pages, you will find enthrallment of a simpler kind. At its heart is the modest act of one person reading to another. It might be a teacher reading to a class, a mother reading to her children, a husband reading to his wife, or even a volunteer reading to a rescue dog. The act is simple, but its repercussions are complex and magnificent. In the chapters that follow, I will lay them out. We’ll explore how sharing books enhances child development and why picture books are better than any tech or toy in giving young children what they need to flourish. We’ll go back in time to an epoch when all reading was performed aloud, to gain a sense of the historical intertwining of voice and writing. We’ll talk about audiobooks and podcasts. Then we’ll explore the stupendous power of the spoken syllable to impart language, grammar, and syntax, and the ways that it can set the listener free from the confines of space and time. The reading voice has been a quiet source of entertainment by a thousand crackling fires and a bridge between generations. In a very real way it has also offered a ladder out of ignorance and an escape route from suffering and bondage—and it still does. It also helps listeners to discover what moves them, awakens an awareness of art and beauty, and equips young people to fulfill their potential as openhearted, curious, cultured adults.


My hope is that you will find the arguments, anecdotes, and research so exciting that you’ll want to rush off to read aloud to the ones you love most. If that happens, I will have done my part in a great cultural relay race that began for me, as it does for many of us, when I was too young to know what was happening.


Was I three? Four? At the very edge of memory, I can hear my mother reading Stan and Jan Berenstain’s The Big Honey Hunt and Dr. Seuss’s Green Eggs and Ham. My grandmother’s voice is in there, too, reading The Story About Ping, by Marjorie Flack. The adults in my life stopped reading to me once I was able to read on my own, which is often what happens (and is cause for regret, as we shall see), and then I grew up and the subject went away.


I didn’t give a thought to reading aloud one way or another for decades, though the idea of it, the beauty and importance of it, had evidently lodged itself in my consciousness. That slumbering idea woke up suddenly one evening when my then-fiancé and I went to a dinner party at the house of our friends Lisa and Kirk, who had a passel of small boys. During cocktails, as everyone was chatting, Lisa excused herself and disappeared upstairs. She was gone so long that eventually someone asked Kirk if there was something amiss. “Oh, no,” he said. “She’s just reading to the boys.”


She’s just reading to the boys. Any chagrin we might have felt at being stranded by our hostess was replaced, for me, by stunned admiration and a vow to do the same for my own children, if I ever had any. I would put reading aloud first for them, too.


So it was, twenty-four years ago, that when my husband and I arrived home from the hospital with our first baby, one single bright idea stood out in my bewildered postpartum mind like a neon sign in the fog. I must read to this baby. The moment the front door of our apartment clicked shut behind us, I carried the infant to a rocking chair and picked up a book of fairy tales. It was all very new, very strange, and very disorienting. I propped the book open and began to read.


“ ‘Once upon a time,’ ” I told the baby, Molly, “ ‘there lived a widower who had one daughter. For his second wife, he chose a widow who had two daughters. All had very jealous natures, which was unfortunate for the gentleman’s daughter, because they made her stay at home and do all the hard work while they put on their finest dresses and went to garden parties …’ ”


Hot summer sun was slanting though the window. My voice sounded false and stagey in my ears. The baby did not seem to be aware of what was happening.


“ ‘The Prince was dancing a minuet with the elder of the stepsisters, when suddenly the music stopped and—’ ”


Was she even listening?


Was I supposed to show her the pictures?


Wait, was she asleep?


With a sudden sense of personal failure sharpened by exhaustion and the realization that the whole spectacle was absurd—what kind of maniac reads Cinderella to a newborn?—I felt my throat tighten and tears rush to my eyes.


It was a messy, inauspicious start to what would become our most beloved family ritual. The Enchanted Hour springs from those early tremulous days and the years that followed as Molly was joined by a brother, Paris, and three sisters: Violet, Phoebe, and Flora. I read to them for an hour or so every night—and I’m still reading today. In the wild time of their extreme youth, settling in after a long turbulent day for our evening retreat with books felt like reaching a life raft. Gratitude and relief would wash over me. We’d made it! Now we could relax. Now was the great part.


Was the time always enchanted? Certainly not. Reading aloud is often a sacrifice and sometimes a nuisance. Even for a zealot, it’s not always easy to find the time or patience. There were nights when I felt half frantic with wanting to get everyone settled, and nights when the books we chose didn’t satisfy any of us. Sometimes I squinted at the page through eyes smarting with fatigue. I read through head colds and sore throats and once, stupidly, right after oral surgery (and popped a stitch halfway through “How the Rhinoceros Got His Skin”). There were times I couldn’t bear to pronounce every florid description and shortened paragraphs on the fly (sorry, Brian Jacques). There were books that so moved me that I cried, and made my listeners cry, too, because their mother was crying.


Shortly before Flora arrived in the fall of 2005, I became the children’s book critic for the Wall Street Journal. Overnight, our house was flooded with new children’s books. Fresh titles entered our reading rotation alongside classics and old favorites. For years I was knee-deep in children’s books, hip-deep in children, and up to my neck in the parenting world.


Then came the first bittersweet departure. In early adolescence, Molly left our enchanted reading circle. A few years later, Paris did, too. Phoebe jumped the line and went third. It was Violet’s decision to go a few years ago, at fifteen, that spurred me to write this book. As I was finishing it, I could see the first tentative signs in Flora that she was readying herself to move on. I’m still knee-deep in children’s books, but soon I won’t be reading them out loud, yet that sound you hear is not a suppressed sob of misery or wistfulness. It’s the thwack of the baton as I pass it on to you.


Family life can be a hectic and flailing business. Sometimes it’s a struggle to keep everyone afloat, let alone to haul them onto a read-aloud raft at bedtime. Yet it’s an effort worth making, especially now that almost everyone’s raft is tossing on a wide and often lonely sea of pixels. Young and old, we need what reading aloud has to offer. If I were Glinda the Good Witch from The Wonderful World of Oz, I’d wave my wand and bestow the gift on every household, everywhere. Since I am only myself, and wandless, I hope this book will cast the persuasive spell instead.




CHAPTER 1


WHAT READING TO CHILDREN DOES TO THEIR BRAINS
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In the great green room


There was a telephone


And a red balloon


And a picture of—


The cow jumping over the moon


And there were three little bears sitting on chairs …


—Margaret Wise Brown, Goodnight Moon





In 1947, Christian Dior introduced the New Look to women’s fashion, Jackie Robinson signed with the Brooklyn Dodgers to become the first African American player in the major leagues, and a company called Harper & Brothers published a quiet little bedtime story entitled Goodnight Moon.


It was a consequential year! Dior’s innovation sparked an exuberant postwar fashion renaissance, Robinson’s dignity and athleticism inspired the world, and the quiet little picture book went on to become the single most cherished text of modern babyhood. Since its first appearance, Goodnight Moon has sold what I believe is known in the trade as a gazillion copies. Generations of children have listened as a grown-up reads the droll, crystalline verses by Margaret Wise Brown that describe a little rabbit’s bedtime routine of bidding goodnight to the things in his room. Innumerable small fingers have touched Clement Hurd’s color-saturated illustrations of the great green room, with its framed pictures, crackling fire, and wide windows with green-and-gold curtains. Innumerable pairs of eyes have lingered over the oddments that make the scene so delectable and distinctive: the rabbit’s tiger-skin rug, the comb and the brush and the bowlful of mush, and the kittens playing with a skein of wool belonging to “the old lady whispering hush.” As the pages turn and the evening ticks on, a tiny mouse moves from place to place and the bright moon rises in a starry sky outside.


When my children were small, Goodnight Moon was a big part of the evening ritual. I don’t suppose we read it every night, but at this remove it seems as though we did. The cadence of the verse became as familiar and comforting to us as an old stuffed animal. The pictures, though, always had an element of novelty, because we were always looking for something new in them. At some point when Molly was a toddler, she and I invented a game that we called “quizzes.” In the game, it was my job to try to stump her, and later her siblings, by asking them to seek and find obscure things in books such as Goodnight Moon. When the children were very small, it was enough of a challenge for them to spot “the bowl” or “the flames” or “the pair of slippers” in Clement Hurd’s artwork. As they got older, I had to find more exotic objects and use more obscure language to keep the game going.


“Can you locate the two timepieces?” I might say. A small finger would shoot out to touch one clock on the mantelpiece and another on the rabbit’s bedside table.


“What about the … andirons?”


That was a tricky one. I remember a long pause. At last I pointed to the mysterious objects (in the fireplace, holding up the burning logs), and tried something else.


“Who can identify the second moon?”


Out went another finger, pointing to a tiny crescent in the picture of the cow jumping through the night sky. At the time, I had no idea that our game was anything but a bit of fun, but we had, in fact, stumbled unknowing into the foothills of a mountain of pedagogical evidence. It turns out that getting young children to interact with texts, and talking with them about the pictures and stories as you go, hugely intensifies the benefits they get from the time you spend reading together. We’ll look at this phenomenon in detail a bit later.


Our fondness for Goodnight Moon feels very particular to our family, in the way of the things we love in our own and our children’s early years, but of course our attachment to it is just a tiny expression of its wider cultural significance. In the seven decades since the book was first published, its words and pictures have suffused childhood to such a degree that social scientists have come to use the phrase “Goodnight Moon time” to describe cozy parent-child time in the evenings—pajamas and tooth-brushing, reading out loud and tucking-in, and the general imparting of security and love before lights-out.


And why not? Goodnight Moon is perfect for the purpose. It is soothing. It is lulling. Millions of parents have turned to it at bedtime, not least, we can assume, because it helps to settle their children’s minds into a state of placidity.


Well, appearances can deceive. A child listening to a storybook while looking at the pictures may seem placid, but beneath that tranquility, as we shall see, lies an incredible dynamism.


*   *   *


IF YOU WERE looking for the polar opposite of the great green room, you would not go wrong in identifying a certain chilled enclosure located deep in a research building attached to Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center, on a hilltop in southwest Ohio. Having traveled along a gleaming hallway past an enormous cobalt wall fitted with video screens, and having passed through a series of blond wooden doors, you would come to an antechamber and two chambers divided by a plate-glass window. Let’s call it the bland beige room.


Here there are no jolly pictures of a cow jumping over the moon, no fireplace, and no table lamp casting a pretty glow. Flashing lights and warning signs at the doorway hint at the seriousness of purpose of the place. In the first chamber, a desk stretches the width of the window, giving the technicians who operate its many monitors a good view of what’s happening on the other side. Opposite, in the second chamber, is a kind of bed that is not the comfy sort occupied by the little rabbit in Margaret Wise Brown’s story. This bed is narrow and designed so that its young occupant can be secured in position. Before a child lies down, he gets fitted with soft yellow earplugs and a set of headphones, and then is fastened in place with a strap. Once recumbent, his body is slid into the circular aperture of a resonance imaging machine, or MRI. There, on his back, surrounded by the racketing sounds of vibrating magnetic coils, he responds in the deepest portions of his brain to the sounds he hears through the headphones, and to the things his eyes see projected on a little mirror fixed above his face.


With a view of the child’s small blanketed legs emerging from the machine, doctors—neurologists, radiologists, pediatricians, and researchers—can capture on their computers every flash of his thoughts, every evanescent streak that travels from one part of the brain to another.


These studies at the Cincinnati Children’s Reading and Literacy Discovery Center are generating sensational insights into the effects of reading aloud on the developing brain. Among other discoveries, it seems that the thing we enthusiasts have long suspected is true: reading aloud really is a kind of magic elixir.


*   *   *


HALF A DOZEN miles away, rain was falling on the Cincinnati neighborhood of Oakley as babies, toddlers, and their caretakers pushed (and were pushed) into the warm, colorful interior of a children’s bookstore. In contrast to the antiseptic hospital chamber, the walls here were covered with signed doodles and drawings left by visiting authors. The pictures didn’t distract the rushing children, whose object was to get to a central area that had been cleared of its armchairs and sofas to accommodate a weekly combination of dance party and picture-book read-aloud.


“Look, there she is!” one mother said, directing her daughter’s gaze to a purple-carpeted dais where manager and “story time lady” Sarah Jones was waiting with a guitar. Youthful and expressive, with her brown hair pulled back into a bun, “Miss Sarah” strummed a chord and beamed at the arriving hordes. A stunned-looking toddler in bib and striped pants stood beside her, face tipped up in guileless amazement. The child’s older sister stood a short distance away in the same pose. Elsewhere toddlers knelt, squatted on their heels, or climbed onto grown-up laps as Jones began shifting chords to signal that the event was about to begin.


“Welcome, welcome every one,” she sang, to the tune of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” Adult voices chimed in, and some of the children started to dance as Jones continued, “Now we’re here to have some fun.”


Fun was their purpose. Mine was observation. With my youngest child having hit double digits, it had been a while since I was immersed in the world of toddlers. I wanted to refresh my understanding of the ways they respond to stories in a group setting, and this was an ideal place to do it. Like me, the owner of the bookstore, Dr. John Hutton, has been reading aloud to his children for more than two decades. A pediatrician, he’s also an assistant professor at the Cincinnati Children’s Hospital and member of a triumvirate there using functional magnetic resonance imaging to study the effects of reading aloud on children’s cognitive development. The scene spread out before us was like a year’s worth of esoteric fMRI research brought to jumping, shouting life.


Still strumming her guitar, Jones said, “All right, friends! I’m so happy to see all of you here this morning!” She gave the strings a flourish, put down the instrument, and picked up a small stack of books. Leaning forward, she told the children that she was going to read them stories about sleepy farm animals, sleepy babies, and a sleepy solar system.


“Can you guess our theme today?” she asked.


This question brought a din of cries and yelps, all cheerful, none very coherent. The room by this time had just shy of thirty small children, and about the same number of parents, grandparents, and babysitters.


“First, we’re going to start with a book called Sleepy Solar System,” Jones said, displaying a front cover that showed three plump planets under a purple coverlet.


“Nighty-night!” someone shouted. A grandmother jogged a baby on her lap. One boy was still dancing. A few other children continued to churn around, but almost every face was directed toward the reader.


“ ‘It’s been a long, busy day in the starry Milky Way,’ ” Jones read aloud, stretching out the vowels. “ ‘Sleepy, setting Sun calls out, “Bedtime, everyone.” ’ ” The whole scene, with children entranced, parents involved, rhyming songs, and picture-book stories, was a perfect feedback loop of emotional stimuli and literary nurturing.


Jones broke away from the story for a moment.


“Can you guys yawn along with the sleepy planets?”


“Yeearrrgh!” yawned all the children.


Dr. Hutton leaned over to me and said, sotto voce: “There are some days when Sarah is sick, or can’t come in, and some other poor soul has to try to entertain these kids. We’ve had tantrums: ‘I want Miss Sarah!’ ”


I laughed and turned back to watch the fray. In the book, the sleepy planets had settled down to rest in their nightcaps and curlers.


“Yay!” the audience cried, applauding.


*   *   *


A HUMAN BRAIN was floating on the computer screen when I went to see Dr. Hutton later in his office at the hospital. It was the image of a child’s cerebral white matter, the nerve fibers of the brain that are sheathed in a protective material called myelin. The object on the screen was not shown as white, despite its name, but was rich with color. It resembled a glowing deepwater sea creature, a tangle of sensitive, delicate threads in psychedelic shades of azure, crimson, and lime green, all suspended in inky nothingness.


“This is like a wiring diagram,” Dr. Hutton explained with a distinct lack of romance, pointing to the places where the threads crossed and converged. “Early experiences reinforce the connections and make the wiring stronger.


“Most of these things are going to develop normally, because they are genetically programmed. But the strength of the connections, the myelination, the wrapping of the nerves, is very responsive to stimulation. There’s a maxim in neuroscience: ‘Nerves that fire together, wire together.’ ”


With a click, Dr. Hutton removed the sea creature and pulled up gray slices of brains—it was less gory than it sounds—as seen from underneath. Deep in the core of each image I could see a small splash of scarlet, shaped something like a chili pepper. The red splashes varied in size from brain to brain. These images came from an exciting study that Dr. Hutton and his colleagues conducted a couple of years ago. They put a cohort of children between the ages of three and five through the scanner, one by one. (This is a lengthy process that starts with the patient preparation of each child to ensure that he will stay motionless inside the machine and can take up to forty-five minutes. “It’s play-based,” Dr. Hutton told me. “We say things like, ‘You’re going into a rocket ship now!’ Or, ‘You’ve got to sit really still and we’re going to play the statue game!’ ”) The researchers wanted to see what happened in the brains of these children when they heard age-appropriate stories read aloud. Which areas would be engaged? Would there be a difference in the neural response of children who had lots of experience being read to, compared with those who didn’t?


The team discovered that the brains of young children whose parents read aloud to them often, and who had access to more children’s books, had more robust activation than their peers. In other words, the brains of well-read-to preschoolers seemed more agile and receptive to narrative, suggesting that they had a greater capacity to process more of what they were hearing, and at faster speeds. This was the first study to show that the early home reading environment—which is to say, a child’s access to books and frequency of shared reading with a grown-up—makes a quantifiable difference in brain function, and therefore, it stands to reason, in brain development. The researchers believe that because well-read-to children have greater experience with language and imagination during story time, they will enjoy a cognitive advantage over peers who have not. (A preschool teacher told me that she and her coworkers can always spot the well-read-to children: “They come in the morning and many of them will go straight to the books and say, ‘Will you read me this book?’ and they’re like, looking for a lap,” she said, at which point she stood up and waggled her bottom like a three-year-old trying to find a seat.)


The scarlet chili peppers that I saw in the pictures of these children’s brains, indicating greater activation, were localized to the left posterior hemisphere of the brain, in a realm known as the parietal-temporal-occipital association cortex. This part of the brain is involved with processing multisensory information, in particular visual and auditory. This was the area that Dr. Hutton and his colleagues found to be more active in children who’d been read to the most. Strikingly, this particular study involved stories without pictures that children listened to through headphones, which suggested to the clinicians that activation in these visual processing areas represents imagination. Children with greater experience of being read to were, it seemed, better at summoning images in their mind’s eye than young children who hadn’t been exposed to lots of books and reading aloud.


Dr. Hutton’s group has since published two additional first-of-their-kind fMRI-based papers involving preschoolers and the effects of reading aloud. One of them found that children who express more interest in listening to stories have greater activation in their cerebellum, the part of the brain that helps orchestrate skill refinement.


Well, you might ask, what of it? It’s logical that a brain accustomed to certain stimuli is going to develop a greater capacity to handle those stimuli. Why does it matter? What difference does it make?


It matters because children’s early years are a time of such intense formation. The young brain is plastic, adaptable, and growing like mad. In the first twelve months, a baby’s brain doubles in size. By a child’s third birthday, his brain has completed 85 percent of all the growth it will have. The sensitive period when synapses are forming for language and many other higher cognitive functions peaks when a child is two. By the end of the first five years, a child has passed through all the most rapid stages of development involving language, emotional control, vision, hearing, and habitual ways of responding. Early experiences and the firing and wiring of neurons create the architecture of a small child’s mind, laying the pathways for future thought and reasoning.


Reading storybooks turns out to be an extraordinarily efficient and productive way to cause messages to zing from one part of the brain to another, creating and reinforcing those important neural connections. Reading aloud is so constructive in this regard, in fact, that in 2014 the American Academy of Pediatrics advised its 62,000 member doctors to recommend daily reading aloud to the parents and children they see in their medical practices. “Reading regularly with young children,” the group’s policy paper read, “stimulates optimal patterns of brain development, and strengthens parent-child relationships at a critical time in child development, which, in turn, builds language, literacy, and social-emotional skills that last a lifetime.”


Optimal patterns of brain development! Stronger parent-child relationships! Skills that last a lifetime! If reading aloud were a pill, every child in the country would get a prescription.


Instead, we’re giving them screens.


*   *   *


IT IS NO longer possible to think about children and their welfare without considering the effects of technology. Today, screens have entered even the most private and once-protected spheres of childhood. The consequences, both good and bad, are manifesting at every economic level and in every kind of family. According to one recent study, almost half of young children now have an electronic tablet or device of their own. Children ages eight and under are spending an average of nearly two and a half hours every day on screens. Averages do not, of course, reflect individual lives. Lots of very young children are spending far more time online than that. Older children are even more absorbed, with teens spending an average of six and a half hours a day using screen media, with more than a quarter of them on screens for eight or more hours—most of their nonschool waking time. And this is all before virtual reality goes mainstream.


When a child is watching a video story on a laptop or tablet, the act may appear indistinguishable from his looking at a story in a picture book while someone reads it to him. In each case, his eyes are taking in a series of illustrations, his ears are hearing the voice of a narrator, and his brain is making sense of what he sees and hears. But there is a powerful difference. These two means of receiving a story are in fact radically dissimilar, and given the ubiquity of screens and the amount of time kids spend on them, they diverge in ways that are profound, eloquent, and worrying.


Another first-of-its-kind study that Dr. Hutton and his colleagues conducted in 2017 suggests how and why this is the case. The researchers’ goal this time was to expand their range of comparison by looking at brain activity when young children were listening to stories, when they were hearing stories while looking at illustrations—the classic picture-book experience—and finally when the same children were watching animated entertainment. We’ll talk later about the value of listening on its own, without pictures, as you or I might do with an audiobook, but for the moment I’d ask you to consider the contrast between a storybook and a story video.


This time, the Cincinnati Children’s team put twenty-eight children between the ages of three and five through the scanner, one by one, each time conducting a three-stage investigation of their brain activity. Each stage lasted for five minutes. To establish a baseline, the researchers collected images of what was happening when children were resting in the scanner looking up at the projection of a smiley-face emoji. Next, the image was removed and the experiment began. One by one, separated by intervals of rest, the preschoolers lay in the dark listening through headphones to stories with varying levels of visual stimulus. First came The Sand Castle Contest by Robert Munsch, read by the author. The children heard the story, but they saw no pictures. For stage two, the young subjects listened to another Munsch story, Andrew’s Loose Tooth, also read by the author and accompanied this time by illustrations depicting scenes from the story. In the final phase, the children watched and listened to an animated version of Munsch’s The Fire Station.


The objective was to see what happened in each circumstance in specific brain networks that support early literacy skills. The clinicians were looking at five areas: the cerebellum, the coral-shaped place at the base of the skull that is believed to support skill refinement; the default mode network, which is involved with internally directed processes such as introspection, creativity, and self-awareness; the visual imagery network, which involves higher-order visual and memory areas and is the brain’s means of seeing pictures in the mind’s eye; the semantic network, which is how the brain extracts the meaning of language; and the visual perception network, which supports the processing of visual stimuli. The clinicians measured the activation of these brain networks during each type of story, paying particular attention to how connected and synchronized they were.


The results were breathtaking. Dr. Hutton walked me through a chart displaying the team’s preliminary conclusions. Rectangles in red showed the greatest activity of statistical significance, those in pink indicated somewhat less, and those in pale and dark blue showed the degree to which brain networks had faded or appeared idle.


We looked first at the data showing what happened when children were listening to a story without seeing anything. There was one red rectangle. “You’re getting a little bit cooking, a few networks are up,” Dr. Hutton said, “but really the one that stands out is the connection between the introspective areas, how does this relate to my life and understanding. There’s not much in the visualization yet.” This makes sense: young children have limited experience of the world and haven’t built a large library of images, feelings, or memories to draw on.


He slid his finger over to the second column in the chart, the one showing neural activation as children looked at pictures while listening to a story.


“Bam!” he said. “All these networks are really firing and connecting with one another.”


You didn’t need a medical degree to see meaning in the serried stack of bright red boxes. When the children were listening to the story while looking at pictures, their brain networks were helping each other, reinforcing neural connections and strengthening their intellectual architecture, the delicate filaments of that floating sea creature.


Dr. Hutton was still pointing to the graph. “But then if you compare that with the video, everything kind of drops off,” he said.


We sat in silence for a moment, looking at the third portion of the graph. All the red had turned blue.


“It’s like the brain stops doing anything,” I said.


“Except for the visual perception,” he replied. “They’re seeing the story and watching it, but nothing else is going on in terms of these higher-order brain networks that are involved with learning. What seems to be happening is the decoupling of vision, imagery, and language. The child is seeing the story and watching it, but not integrating this with other higher-order brain networks. The brain just doesn’t have to do any work. In particular, imagination—supported by the default mode and imagery networks—falls off of a cliff.”


“What are the implications of this?”


“In the behavior literature, it’s clear that kids who have too much screen time can have deficits in different areas, like language, imagination, and attention,” Dr. Hutton replied, his expression grave. “The years from three to five represent a formative stage of development. Too much screen time is a setup for atrophy, or underdevelopment of these higher-order brain networks. If what we know about brain plasticity is true, it will be harder for kids who grow up with underdeveloped networks to learn, to come up with their own ideas, to imagine what’s going on in stories and connect it with their own lives, and they’ll be much more dependent on stuff being fed to them, passively. I think it’s a huge problem, and getting more complicated as screens become more portable. There is no natural barrier to use.”


I looked back at the chart, which now seemed brutal in the comparisons it showed. “It’s like all the color was stripped away,” I said, “as if nothing is happening in their heads when they’re watching the video.”


“The lights are on,” said Dr. Hutton, “but nobody’s home.”


There is a crucial reality to keep in mind here. The brains that seemed to flatline when their young owners were watching a video are the same brains that appeared to sparkle when presented with images and the sound of Robert Munsch reading his picture book. The Cincinnati Children’s researchers have given this phenomenon a name: the Goldilocks effect. Like the bowls of porridge belonging to the three bears, one, audio, is “too cold” to get young children’s brain networks engaging and integrating at optimal levels. Another, animation, is “too hot.” Reading aloud from picture books seems “just right.” Children have to do a bit of work to decode what they’re hearing and seeing, which not only makes the experience engaging and fun but also helps reinforce the brain connections that will enable them to process harder and more complex stories as they get older.


What children don’t get from one type of storytelling, in other words, they can get from another. But if the hours that children spend on screens do little or nothing to bolster their neurological development, as the research would seem to show, then it is all the more important that they spend time every day with an activity that does.


That is where the elixir of reading aloud comes in—and the sooner, the better. Children are only young for a little while, so this is not a matter for tomorrow, or sometime, or maybe never. It is something they need without delay. Reading aloud is not just a pleasant way to enjoy a story. It is a powerful counterweight to the pull of cultural and industrial forces that with stunning rapidity are reshaping infancy and childhood.


There’s moral urgency, too.


*   *   *


IN 2015 A British political philosopher named Adam Swift infuriated parents across the English-speaking world by suggesting that people who read aloud to their children ought to reflect on the way they are “unfairly disadvantaging” other people’s children. It was a puckish way of framing an uncomfortable truth, and, the Internet being what it is, irate correspondents deluged the University of Warwick professor with hate mail. Most of Swift’s critics didn’t take the trouble to read his original interview with the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, so they missed his most extraordinary assertion.


“The evidence shows,” Swift had said, “that the difference between [children] who get bedtime stories and those who don’t, the difference in their life chances, is bigger than the difference between those who get elite private schooling and those that don’t.” (Emphasis mine.)


Swift was using the phrase “bedtime stories” the way that others use “Goodnight Moon time,” as academic shorthand for myriad informal behaviors that include reading aloud, such as “the talk at table, the family culture, the parenting styles, the inculcation of attitudes and values,” as he put it.


Harvard political scientist Robert Putnam makes a similar case, calling “Goodnight Moon time” one of the most significant indicators of a child’s academic prospects. In his book Our Kids, Putnam cites the work of Jane Waldfogel and Elizabeth Washbrook when he writes that “differences in parenting—especially maternal sensitivity and nurturing, but also provision of books, library visits, and the like—is the single most important factor explaining differences in school readiness between rich kids and poor kids, as measured by literacy, mathematics, and language test scores at age four.”


Human development is cumulative. Each experience and each skill a person acquires informs the next. When it comes to reading aloud in childhood, the repercussions don’t stop when kids get to school, or even when they reach adolescence. The ripples spread outward and onward into adulthood. This is true in a positive way when children are read to, and it’s true in a lamentable one when they go without. A 2012 study found that children who enter kindergarten having had little or no “Goodnight Moon time” tend to lag other children by twelve to fourteen months in their language and prereading skills. Once at school, these children are just as likely as their peers to relish the fun and stimulation of story time, with the rhymes and humor and adventures and illustrations and all the rest of it. Yet in their innocence, they stand separated by the unforgiving math of a phenomenon called the word gap. A landmark study in the early 1990s uncovered stark differences in the number of words that children hear, or do not hear, depending on how they’re raised: a gap of thirty million words by the age of three. (A 2017 study put the number at four million words by age of four; less of a gap, perhaps, but a chasm nonetheless.)


The implications matter—not just for individual children, but for our wider society—because early language and the cognitive and social skills associated with it are so closely linked with academic success. Recent inquiry has laid bare what might seem a counterintuitive link between the skills that children need to do well in English and the skills they need to do well in math. These two classroom subjects might seem on the surface to have little in common, but they have crucial, hidden points of connection.


When children struggle with math in middle school and the early high-school years, it turns out that the difficulty often lies less with numbers and numeracy than with words and reading. According to Dr. Candace Kendle, president and cofounder of Read Aloud 15 MINUTES, a national campaign to persuade parents to read daily to their children, “If you can’t do fifth-grade reading problems, which are the first really analytical math problems that you encounter, if you can’t process complex sentences, it is very hard to progress even into equation math and formula math, because you’ve missed this whole analytical process in the fifth grade.


“So when you think of how many kids aren’t proficient or reading-ready in the fourth grade, it means that as a country we have immediately lost almost half of our potential science, technology, engineering, and mathematics workforce. It’s frightening.”


As CEO of a clinical research organization, Kendle experienced firsthand the difficulty in finding qualified young graduates to conduct lab work. “It’s like forty-five percent of kids are not proficient,” she said. “They may be able to read, but they’re not proficient enough to do sophisticated analytical reading.”


The numbers may be worse than Kendle thinks: a 2015 report found that 64 percent of US fourth-graders didn’t meet the standards for proficient reading. If a fourth-grader can’t read well today, it means that he wasn’t up to snuff last year, either, nor probably the year before, when he was in second grade. The line of data and reasoning snakes backward through the elementary-school grades, back through kindergarten and nursery school, back to a child’s earliest years. That precious early time is the starting place for academic deficits that may not become an obvious problem until high school.


Something like 20 percent—a fifth—of American teenagers leave high school functionally illiterate, meaning that they do not read and write well enough to navigate the working world. It is an awful way to start adult life. Eighty-five percent of kids who get into trouble with the law have poor literacy skills. Seventy percent of prisoners in state and federal institutions are in the same predicament, as are 43 percent of people living in poverty.


It’s grim stuff. In this context, reading aloud to children becomes much more than a source of emotional and intellectual nourishment—though it is—more, even, than a developmental issue. Imagine how the world would look if every child had stories read aloud every night. As the picture-book creator and read-aloud advocate Rosemary Wells says, “We could narrow the achievement gap without spending another dime.”


*   *   *


SO WHERE DO things stand? How many children are getting stories, and how many are not? We can find some answers in surveys of family reading habits that the publisher Scholastic runs every other year. In Scholastic’s 2017 reading report, 56 percent of families reported that their babies had stories read aloud to them most days. The rates were higher for three-to-five-year-olds, with 62 percent of respondents saying their kids got the experience between five and seven times a week. Those numbers have been ticking up over time, which is great.


Flip the figures, though, and you will see a bleaker reality: 44 percent of US babies and toddlers and 38 percent of three-to-five-year-olds are not having stories read aloud to them often, or at all. In Great Britain, the numbers are actually dropping. A recent survey there found that the proportion of preschoolers getting a daily read-aloud has plummeted by almost 20 percent in the last five years, to just over half. (Nielsen Book Research, which conducted the survey, noted with alarm what appears to be an exact corresponding rise of 20 percent in the proportion of toddlers who watch videos online every day.) In short, millions of babies and young children are growing up, right now, at a disadvantage. Through no fault of their own, they are missing out on the emotional and intellectual nutrients that other kids get every day.


In a busy, distracted age, time and attention are in short supply. Finding a spare hour or even just a quiet fifteen minutes to read out loud can seem like an insuperable task. Even if parents aren’t working long hours, or doing multiple jobs, it can be hard to summon the energy. And of course not every household conduces to moments of calm togetherness. Yet almost all parents have the chance to interact with their children at some point in the day. With a bit of ingenuity, that can become the moment to read together.


For some families, reading at breakfast while the baby is strapped into a high chair might be the best opportunity. It might be forty minutes with a toddler on the sofa before naptime, or ten minutes while father and daughter are waiting in a doctor’s office. Reading might happen when young children are in the bath, or when everyone’s taking the subway, or even over the phone to a child far away. It might mean converting a tedious half hour in an airport departure lounge to an enriching half hour of reading, or opening a book at the table while children are having an early supper of macaroni and cheese. It might be a full luxurious hour with the whole family every evening before bed. “Any time, any place,” goes the read-aloud slogan of a literacy nonprofit in upstate New York, and that’s exactly right.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
ENCHANTED
HOUR

THE MIRACULOUS POWER OF READING
ALOUD IN THE AGE OF DISTRACTION

MEGHAN COX GURDON

Qo
(o]o)

piatkus





OEBPS/images/9780349422947.jpg
Don't pick up this bewitching book! It's so enchanting
you won't be able to put it down’
MEM FOX, author of Reading Magic

& ..
Enchanted

HOUR
[

The Miraculous Power of Reading Aloud
in the Age of Distraction

[

II'(ES WARNIAT)
Meghan Cox Gurdon






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





