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For Olive and Caitlin
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by Betsy Bird, New York City children’s librarian


When a child is born, its parents are placed in a peculiar situation. Suddenly they find themselves raiding their own brains for personal skills that will, in some way, give their offspring a leg up in life. If a parent is into sports, perhaps he or she will think, “Well at least I’ll be able to teach the kid how to toss the ball around.” If a parent is an advocate for cleanliness he or she will say, “Well at least I’ll be able to teach them how to make a bed.” But no matter how many skills you yourself happen to have, there’s a fear that somehow you will fail at imparting those skills to your child. You won’t be good enough, your kids will never even learn to tie their shoelaces, and from there on in everything will be worry, chaos, and woe.


Alas, people who work on a regular basis with small children are not exempt from these fears. At the same time there’s a strange sort of pressure. If, for example, you are a children’s librarian and you or your spouse happens to be pregnant, this is what you will hear with depressing regularity until the child is born (and for quite a while afterward too): “I guess you won’t have to worry about your kid liking books!”


Now here’s the dirty little secret that nobody else will tell you: I know more authors and illustrators and teachers and librarians with non-reading kids than you would ever believe. It’s true. If reading were a matter of genetics then these kids would be mutant aberrations. Instead, they’re just not born readers. For whatever reason, books have passed them by.


You see, it doesn’t matter how many picture books you know or whether or not you can booktalk the latest fantasy novel for the 9- to 12-year-old set with enviable ease. When it comes to your own kid you are bamboozled. You are up a tree. Suddenly all your training and knowledge feels moot. You may know the materials better than your friends, but that doesn’t mean you feel any more competent. For many of us, the understanding that, as wonderful as it is to catch a football or to make a bed off of which you could bounce a quarter, first things first. You need to instill in your kids a love of books and reading. And what you really need when your own kid is born, whether you’re a librarian or senator, a sewage treatment plant worker or a nurse, is a handbook that tells you everything you need to know about creating the most intelligent child possible through literature.


Enter Jason Boog.


What Boog has managed to do here is create the go-to manual that every parent should be required to read upon exiting the hospital with a newborn in tow. It should be as standard a baby shower giveaway as Goodnight Moon and The Very Hungry Caterpillar. In short, if you read only one book before having a child (or even if you’ve recently had the kiddo) read this one.


Why? Because Boog’s no expert. I mean that as a compliment. He wants you to be able to read a book to your kid with ease and skill, and to do that he’s not going to come at you like he’s some know-it-all while you barely know anything. He is perfectly aware that while you’re good at other things in your life, maybe the simple act of reading something like Nina Laden’s Peek-a-Who? to your infant can be potentially terrifying. Relax. He’s been there. And he’s going to get you through this so that your kiddo not only knows books but loves them as well.


Part of the appeal here lies in the fact that the man knows his material. There’s not a book recommendation mentioned in this title that feels out of place. Then there’s the fact that when it came to getting his facts down, Boog contacted experts in every possible field. As a result you’ll read statements from child development specialists to educators to authors as diverse as Jon Scieszka and Stan Lee. Then he took all the research and made it fun and understandable for you, the parent. This isn’t simply the work of a single man but the combined intelligence and experience of hundreds of people working in the field with the sole purpose of getting your child into books and reading.


This is particularly useful when the discussion of shiny rectangles comes up. I am referring, of course, to screen time (the amount of time your child spends on digital devices). Now forgive me, reader, for I shall now lay before you my own app-related sins. I admit it, I may have succumbed to temptation and allowed my own offspring a taste of the addictive lures of my iPad in exchange for 20 minutes to cook dinner or a scream-free car ride that lasted for more than several hours. Keeping your child screen-free for the first two years is certainly a challenge. But Boog isn’t here to judge us. He doesn’t sneer at electronic babysitters or condemn screen-addled children to a bookless life. Instead, he is gentle with his guidance. He shows you where you have strayed and then leads you back onto the path. Most importantly, he offers guidelines on where to find the best possible apps for our children. The great English poet and novelist Walter de la Mare once said that “only the rarest kind of best in anything can be good enough for the young.” That goes for apps as well as books.


Born Reading cleverly uses Boog’s relationship with his own daughter as a springboard for a variety of different discussions. And as I read about Jason’s relationship with Olive, I was able to draw parallels between my own child and myself. This involved understanding events like how big a step it was when my two-and-a-half-year-old starting making her stuffed animals talk to one another so that they could become active participants in her own made-up stories. Other times it was a little sillier. For example, while Olive had a tendency to latch onto pseudo-children’s books that weren’t really written for a kid market (All My Friends are Dead, Dick and Jane with Vampires, etc.) my own kiddo would certainly do the same with books like the existential but oddly entrancing Bob & Co.


As I read this book, I found myself consistently jotting down recommendations not just for apps and books but also presents for other members of my family and their children. Then I started applying Jason’s reading techniques to my own kid. Some of his tips I’d already incorporated into our regular readings. Other ideas had never occurred to me but felt so natural when I used them that it was like I’d been doing them all along. Mind you, a person can go overboard at times. My husband and I have a tendency to pause a little too often and ask my daughter questions while reading a book to her. Fortunately, she knows how to tell us when our perpetual questioning is distracting from her enjoyment of the story. Quoth she: “I can’t know everything!”


Maybe not, but you can. Everything there is to know about making your kid a born reader, that is. Because let’s face facts: there’s nothing else like this in the marketplace today. When was the last time someone handed you an interactive reading pamphlet? Do your co-workers swap tips on the best ways to bring Chicka Chicka Boom Boom to life? If you’re looking to give your child a leg up and establish a deep and abiding relationship with books that can’t be replicated by any other form of media out there, this is the handbook you’ve been waiting for.


[image: images]


Betsy Bird is currently New York Public Library’s Youth Materials Collections Specialist. She has served on the Newbery award selection committee, written for The Horn Book, reviewed for Kirkus and The New York Times, and has also written the picture book Giant Dance Party, illustrated by Brandon Dorman. In 2014, Candlewick will publish Wild Things: Acts of Mischief in Children’s Literature, which she co-wrote with Jules Danielson and Peter Sieruta.


You can follow Betsy on Twitter @FuseEight.





Introduction
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The Born Reading Playbook, or How to Use This Book


Reading a book to a kid is harder than it looks.


Every day for more than five years, I wrote about books and publishing news at the popular GalleyCat website. Thousands of readers visit the site on a daily basis, looking for book recommendations and guidance through the literary world. I’ve always been a reader, and while working this beat, I got to know the business side of publishing inside and out.


So when I had my daughter, Olive, in 2010, I wanted her to love books as much as I do. But when it came time to choose the actual books I was going to read to her, I was completely clueless. Even though I spent my entire working day immersed in the world of literature, I had no idea what books to read or what to do while holding a book in front of this mute newborn.


Very few parents have the necessary skills to turn a book into an exciting and enriching experience for a toddler (let alone an infant). I certainly didn’t. I’m not an educational expert, a librarian, or a children’s book writer. I’m a journalist and a dad, and I happen to have a passion for books and reading. It’s a passion that I want to relay to my daughter, so that reading will bring her as much pleasure in her life as it has brought me. So I took the skills I do possess—curiosity, a love of the written word, and a dogged determination to get the story—and I embarked on a quest to find the best books and the best ways to read with my baby.


Born Reading is a personal, quirky book. I’ll tell you a lot of stories about my daughter and our lives together—what we read, what reading techniques my family tried, and what worked for us. But at every step along the way, I did the research and asked the professionals for their insights. This book is built upon the experience and deep knowledge of the librarians, authors, publishers, technology experts, psychologists, and others who live and breathe children’s literature. I was hardly a parenting expert when I started writing this book, but I learned from some of the most inspiring leaders in the field about how to be a better parent. You can learn along with me.


Is There a “Right” Way to Read to Your Child?


So as I started my research, I began in a different way than most people. I started reading about, well, reading. It turns out that all reading is not created equal.


Perspectives on Psychological Science published a study in 2013 that validated the hours I spent chasing my daughter with picture books, and forever changed the way I thought about reading to a child. In a research paper with the evocative title “How to Make a Young Child Smarter,” researchers tabulated data from eight scientific studies of childhood development.


They reached an eye-popping conclusion: the right kind of reading—interactive reading—can raise your child’s IQ by more than six points.


Let me repeat that, because I don’t want that crucial piece of information to get lost. Interactive reading with your child can raise his or her IQ by more than six points. Even more surprisingly, they found that “the earlier the interactive reading takes place, the larger the benefits.” They ranked interactive reading on par with vitamins and a healthy diet.


But here’s the key: Just having books around the house is not enough. Parents need to provide an interactive reading experience to reap the intellectual rewards inside of books.


Hospitals should be handing out interactive reading pamphlets along with diapers as new parents head home. We spend thousands of dollars on school, tutors, test prep, and supplies, but this powerful reading method is an absolutely free gift that every parent can give a child after an hour of practice. But nobody is teaching parents these simple skills! That’s what Born Reading is all about. It teaches parents specific ways to implement these interactive reading techniques into your own life with your child.


By the end of this introduction, you will have a powerful toolkit for turning your family reading sessions into a rich interactive experience. Even better, you and your kids will have more fun reading together. You won’t need smartphones, tablet computers, baby videos, or expensive courses to learn how to use these techniques. But if you have access to digital devices, this book will also share tips for how to use them to enhance your child’s reading experiences.


When your child refuses to go to sleep or pitches a book across the room, you will wish there was a handbook to guide you through the endurance test of parenthood. This book is the missing owner’s manual to understand the reading, writing, and storytelling parts of your child’s brain.


Now I know how hard it is to find time to read a parenting handbook during these busy days and nights. If you only read one section of this book, I hope it is this introduction. Don’t worry, I won’t be offended. These first few pages introduce strategies for the rest of your child’s life, a simple set of interactive reading activities that anyone can perform.


What is interactive reading? No parent can ignore this amazing mental boost for his or her child. To find out more, I caught up with John Protzko, one of the New York University researchers behind “How to Make a Young Child Smarter.” Protzko summed up the most important aspect uncovered by the study: “Interactive reading is not just about a parent and child sitting down and reading a book, but is instead about creating a dialogue with the child and the book. Asking them wh- questions (such as, why do you think the rabbit took so many breaks?), following their interests, and not letting them provide one-word answers but really having them elaborate their thoughts.”


Protzko traced the development of interactive reading strategies back to Dr. Grover Whitehurst, a child development expert who would go on to serve as director of the Institute of Education Sciences at the Department of Education. Whitehurst developed a program called “dialogic reading” 25 years ago, a groundbreaking way to help prepare lower-income kids for school.


Back in 1988, most experts agreed that reading with children would make them smarter, but little research existed to back it up with cold hard evidence.


Whitehurst launched a landmark study monitoring how interactive reading helped children aged 21–35 months. Half the parents in his sample group read books to their children in the standard, normal manner—a one-way recitation from parent to child. It’s the way most of us grew up hearing stories from our parents: parents talk, kids listen.


But the other half of the parents received a priceless education in the art of “dialogic reading,” a set of best practices for parents to both read and discuss a book with their child. In short, the second set of parents learned the type of interactive reading techniques we’ll be discussing in this book.


After four weeks, both groups were given three tests of verbal abilities: the Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities wherein the tester offers the child an object and asks him or her to tell the tester about it; the Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test wherein the tester asks a child to name objects based on pictures; and the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test wherein the tester names an object and asks the child to point to a picture of the object.


The results changed the art and science of reading with children forever. Whitehurst found that those kids given the full interactive reading experience—the ones whose parents just learned a few new tricks and techniques for reading with their toddlers—were eight and a half months ahead of the other children on the Psycholinguistic test, and they were six months ahead on the Vocabulary tests after four weeks of interactive reading. Even better, the interactive readers continued to hold a six-month advantage over the control group almost a year after the study.


Whitehurst did not develop a fancy education program for parents or a complicated mental workout for the kids. His study noted that it only took an hour to teach the parents how to read interactively with their children.


Whitehurst’s results still boggle my mind—the idea that these kids whose parents had read to them interactively were six to eight months ahead of other kids, even those who were also lucky enough to have books in the home, is amazing. It turns out that it’s not only important that you read to your kids, but it’s also important how you read to your kids—and the techniques for proper interactive reading are within every parent’s grasp. This revelation has the potential to change lives.


But what really got to me is that these techniques have never really made it out of academia. Studies have proven the power of interactive reading over and over again, and ordinary parents deserve to learn these techniques. We’ve had this earthshaking revelation for more than a quarter century, but nobody told me about it when Olive was born! That’s what Born Reading is intended to do—teach parents the surprisingly simple techniques that can improve the way your child learns and foster a lifelong love of the written word.


So how can parents learn this interactive reading method? After interviewing a long list of child-development experts and combing through 25 years of research, I distilled these interactive reading techniques into a set of skills parents can use while reading with children.


I call this collection of reading strategies the Born Reading Playbook. I identify them all at the end of this introduction, but I will give practical explanations and illustrations of each skill throughout the book. I will show you how to share the gift of interactive reading with your child from birth all the way to kindergarten.


Years before the child in your life learns to read or write, interactive reading can give them a powerful boost. We should be training parents, grandparents, brothers, sisters, babysitters, nannies, and all our caregivers in interactive reading techniques, just like we take practical courses in CPR, nutrition, or childbirth to keep our babies healthy.


What about Digital Devices?


Born Reading will teach you a new way to read and interact with your child. But this book also acknowledges that reading and learning—even for small children—is happening more and more on screens and online. Whatever your feelings about that, it’s a truth to be embraced, not shunned. So in this book, alongside reading recommendations and interactive reading techniques, I’ll also offer suggestions for great learning apps, vetted by educators, librarians, and other parents (including me). Interactive reading is more important than ever in this digital age, and the techniques can be applied to all media, not just books.


Interactive reading will give you ways to talk to your children about books, apps, TV shows, or even video games, sparking conversations that will continue for your child’s entire lifetime. They will help you raise a media-savvy child capable of analyzing complex stories on college entrance exams, but they will also show your child how to choose the best books, movies, and games in a world cluttered with useless media.


Teaching children a love of reading is ever more important in this digital age, when so many different devices are battling for our time and attention. I spoke with Harvard children’s literature professor Maria Tatar, one of the most eloquent defenders of reading with children. She urged parents to remember the first time they read a book and entered the “comfort zone” of the imagination.


She explained: “It was someplace where we were liberated from authority and we navigate ourselves. You experience it. You witness it. You are exploring a new world. It opens up possibilities that go hand and hand with cognitive gains. It opens up curiosity, makes you want to know more about the world and how it operates. There are cognitive gains—you are processing language and learning how to use print media. Once you have access to that, you can do anything. It is wonderfully liberating to be at ease in the world of words.” In a world that can seem positively overwhelming, being comfortable with the written word will give your child a sense of power and control. What an amazing gift to offer.


Even if you hate reading books or the idea of discussing kids’ books drives you nuts, you still need to do it. And you should teach all the caregivers in your child’s life how to do it too. But here’s the good news: the Born Reading Playbook isn’t intimidating or scary for caregivers. In fact, most parents find that it makes them enjoy reading time with their child even more than before. Reading will seem less like a dull chore and more like a fun experience—something parents, caregivers, and kids will all appreciate.


The best way to prepare yourself is to simply cut out the pages of the Born Reading Playbook and put them up on your refrigerator. Gradually these techniques will sink into your brain and become part of the way that you read to a child.


If this long list of reading skills seems daunting, don’t despair. Throughout this book, I will provide plenty of book recommendations and examples to illustrate how the methods work.


Don’t stress out and try to cram all of the Born Reading Playbook techniques into a single reading session. You do not need to use all 15 techniques at once any more than you would use a vacuum cleaner, hammer, and a tire jack to hang a picture in your living room. Use the techniques that feel most natural for a particular book or reading session.


So many people want to give you advice about raising your baby. Some parents play classical music in utero, others buy educational videos for infants. Some guidebooks will tell you to be stricter, others will tell you to relax. I won’t tell you what to do. I will show you my journey as a father learning how to read with his daughter, and I will teach you everything I learned along the way.


I’ve been reading to my baby for her entire lifetime, and I think it is the quickest and most useful way to become a better parent. By sharing our story, I hope you will find ways to make reading a part of your child’s life.


Together, we can figure out how to raise a generation of born readers.
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The Born Reading Playbook


1. Read together. Researchers call this co-play, sharing a book, app, eBook, audiobook, or any kind of literary experience. Don’t let your kid spend too much time alone with a device. Make sure you play games and read together every single day.


Conversation starters: Could we read that book together? Can you show me how to cook something on this app?


2. Ask lots and lots of questions. Questions are the foundation of interactive reading, and you can ask them even before your child can answer with words. Be sure to ask questions before, during, and after the reading experience.


Conversation starters: Where did the rabbit go? What color is the flower?


3. Share details about the book. Point out your favorite illustrations, name the colors, animals, people, and feelings on the page. At first your child will not be able to join you, but he or she will pick up your interactive habit as they grow.


Conversation starters: That car is red—do you see anything red? Do you want to count the animals?


4. Dramatize the story. You can mime sweeping when you see a broom or pretend to eat the character’s food. This will help your child match the concepts to the words, a pillar of the interactive reading experience.


Conversation starters: Then the caterpillar ate one ________. Then he saw somebody—who is it?


5. Help your child identify with the characters. Start by talking about simple emotions. These skills will scale as your kid gets older, when you can ask more complex questions.


Conversation starters: The bunny is sleepy—could you rub his head? Have you ever felt mad like that baby?


6. Compliment your child as you read. Reward your child for simple responses, cuddle them after a reading session, and praise him or her for choosing good books or apps.


Conversation starters: I’m so glad you picked this book. Great job counting on the iPad!


7. Discuss personal opinions about a book. If your kid loved a book, find out why. If your child wiggled away while using a storybook app, find out why. Both questions will help you build a stronger reading relationship.


Conversation starters: Did that book make you happy? Why do you want to read that book again?


8. Follow the things your child loves. If your child loved a book with panda bears, ask the librarian for more panda books. Read the books your child loves, use apps, videos, and online research to help him or her learn more.


Conversation starters: Do you want to read more about panda bears? Should we ask the librarian about this?


9. Stop and talk about what happened. Too often adults speed through these books or apps to get to the end, but these pauses are crucial for your child’s comprehension.


Conversation starters: Should we stop and look at this mountain? Should we take a break and talk about what happened?


10. Guess what happens next. These questions will reinforce a sense of narrative and enhance reading comprehension. Kids’ books are perfect for these questions, following easy patterns with fun exceptions. These questions can spark long conversations that continue into adulthood. I still play this game while watching movies.


Conversation starters: Who do you think will win the race? What do you think is in the box?


11. Continue the conversation. Don’t stop talking about a book or digital reading app after you’ve ended the reading experience. Reference the book in real life and keep asking questions.


Conversation starters: Should we look at pictures of porcupines now? Do you remember what an accordion is?


12. Guide your child beyond what they already know. Researchers call this “scaffolding,” and it can be as simple as reading to your child because he or she does not know how to read. As often as possible, guide book reading into new material.


Conversation starters: Do you know why his car did not work? Should I tell you how he cooked the soup?


13. Show your child the world outside your neighborhood. As a kid growing up in rural Michigan, this was crucial. Before I saw France or New York City or Guatemala or the Pacific Ocean, books showed me these places. Make sure you choose books that explore diverse places, cultures, and stories, and follow your child’s interests when he or she loves a setting.


Conversation starters: Do you want to know about Antarctica? Should I show you where France is?


14. Compare the story to personal experiences. Help associate the book with the experiences that obsess your child. This is how human beings understand the world; applying something in a book or app to real life is a crucial skill.


Conversation starters: Did you see that kind of animal at the zoo? Did you get mad when we left the park too?


15. Encourage your child to recount the story. I loved making Olive tell me her favorite stories over breakfast, the perfect way to reinforce a reading experience and teach storytelling.


Conversation starters: Can you read that book to your teddy bear? What happened after the elephant dropped his ice cream cone?


These 15 skills have been integrated into every chapter of this book, showing you how to apply the fundamentals of interactive reading during every stage of your child’s life. You will see Born Reading sections in every chapter, using age-specific examples to guide you through each technique and to help you master these important skills. The Born Reading Playbook works for digital and print reading, and we’ll be moving into the issue of digital reading right away in the next chapter—exploring some of the toughest decisions you will make as a parent.





Chapter 1
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Before Your Baby Is Born


When the doctors finally let me hold my daughter Olive in the delivery room, she was wailing at the top of her lungs. All throughout my wife’s pregnancy, I would lie beside her and sing “Tiny Bubbles” to our baby before she went to sleep. It was the champagne anthem that ended The Lawrence Welk Show—my late grandmother’s favorite song and the first tune my wife and I played at our wedding reception.


At some point, I changed the lyrics:


Tiny Olive, in my arms


Makes me happy,


Makes me want to go home.


So I sang that song in the delivery room, holding my swaddled caterpillar for the first time. Olive looked at me with her deep hazel eyes, staring like she had known me for a long, long time.


Experts affirm that it wasn’t just my imagination: babies can hear sounds in utero, and newborns can emerge from the womb responding to sounds they heard before birth. Something as simple as reading to your child in utero can have a profound effect on his or her future. Education and child development expert Gordon Wells explained how important this in-utero reading time is for children: “There seems to be quite a lot of evidence that the fetus responds to the audio as well as the physical environment. And that the sound of mother reading [or, in my case, a father singing] is preparing the child to continue that experience after they are born.”


Beyond all the developmental and educational benefits of interactive reading with your child, the most important advantage is that the time you spend together is helping you create a stronger bond. That bond can start immediately at birth—or, if you’re a goof like me, even earlier.


In this chapter, we’ll talk about some of the things you can do to influence your child’s love of reading from the beginning of his or her life—or in some cases, decisions you can make even before birth to help put him or her on a path toward readership. These are fun, empowering decisions for any parent. But I discovered that you also have to think about how you will limit certain experiences in your child’s life. If you take the time to read to your child in utero, you might as well tackle some of these tough conversations early as well.


One of the first decisions you’re going to have to make as a parent—ideally, it’s something you should start thinking about before your child is even born—is how early, and how often, he or she will be exposed to digital media and devices.


Introducing Digital Devices: How Much Is Too Much?


Early in my adventures as a new parent, I uncovered one of the most controversial videos I ever shared with my online readers at GalleyCat. I watched it over and over on YouTube, fascinated at first, but I felt uneasy the more I watched it.


A cute baby in a sundress plays with an iPad. She squeals with pure joy, realizing that she can actually control something in the world. She shuttles icons, flips the iPad, and spins pictures in a thrilling series of motions. This adorable baby instantly grasps motions that take some adults weeks to learn: the double-fingered swipe to make an image bigger, the single click to open a new application, or even the casual flip that changes the orientation.


The video cuts to the same baby on a deck someplace sunny and warm, where she struggles with a hefty print edition of Vogue magazine. She tries all the same swipes and button pushes on the static magazine cover, but nothing changes. The pictures stay the same and the text never rotates as she tilts the pages.


The video undoubtedly demonstrates the power and innovation of Apple engineers, and the baby’s parent posted a short manifesto about the future of reading at the end of the video: “For my one-year-old daughter, a magazine is an iPad that does not work. It will remain so her whole life. Steve Jobs had coded a part of her OS.”


Those parents intended the video as a tribute to the late Steve Jobs, a man who did indeed change the world. The millions of iPads he sold to parents don’t matter in the long run; his profound triumph lay in the video. Jobs managed to change the way the children of those iPad owners interact with the world. Our children will never know a world without a tablet computer, smartphone, or laptop. And that means the decisions about how, and when, to expose them to these devices begin immediately.


Jobs rewired an entire generation of adults to spend ever-increasing amounts of time in front of screens. In my own life, thanks to work, smartphones, and digital books, I spend hundreds of hours in front of screens every year. And of course, while this transition happened during most of our lives, our children will live their entire lives in a world both enhanced and dominated by digital devices. As a new dad, I realized very quickly that despite all my noble ideas about reading print books, Olive will likely spend her whole life seamlessly toggling between digital and print worlds—indeed, she may not even perceive the difference as starkly as I do. After all, she has been exposed to digital technology since the very first moments of her life.


Within moments of Olive’s birth, I was taking pictures of her cradled in her mother’s arms. Minutes later, I was calling my parents on my cell phone and emailing them photographs. With smartphones, tablets, and digital cameras, we have documented every developmental milestone or important moment of her life.


When I rocked Olive for hours during her colicky first few months, I would read digital books on my Kindle. While hanging out with her on sleepy mornings before work, I would make silly videos for my family about this little creature in my life—dressing her in funny hats or signs.


All this device usage happened before Olive was coordinated enough to reach out and grab my phone. Once her fingers worked, Olive seemed to instinctively understand how touchscreen devices worked. By the time she figured out how to grab things with her bitty fingers, the smartphone was the very first thing she wanted.


From that moment onward, all parents begin an epic tug-of-war that will last until that baby grows up and goes to college. It will happen with any device: an iPod, iPad, smartphone, or even a TV remote.


When a device plays a big role in your life, your children will want to use it too. Look in most kids’ toy boxes and you will find toy phones, dead cell phones, or even toy computers that play insipid songs and imitate the real thing that adults use all day long.


How much time should children spend with these devices? Parents have debated this question for years. Throughout this book you will get recommendations from experts about using devices, but no one has the hard and fast facts. Kindles, iPads, iPhones, and other digital devices are simply too new—researchers are only beginning to measure their effects on the infant brain. We know that too much TV can be bad developmentally, but these are different kinds of devices.


The truth is that child development experts and pediatricians still do not have enough research to tell us definitively how much is too much when it comes to screen time. Parents operate with little or no guidance from doctors about using the mobile devices that have quickly swallowed huge chunks of our lives. While we wait for the official research about the effects of touchscreens on growing brains, we will still have to make these decisions for our families in the meantime.


These devices will be a part of your child’s life, there is no way to avoid it. Many of the crucial decisions you will make about your children’s reading and media usage should be made (or at least considered) before they’re even born. In the absence of data, I think we should be more cautious. We laugh about our grandparents’ bad parenting decisions now: dry cleaning bags on kids’ heads, cigarettes in the house, letting kids watch six straight hours of television. Someday our descendants will roll their eyes at our own parenting decisions. What mistakes are we making that we don’t even realize yet? We hardly understand the effects of apps on growing brains. But it’s an area of robust research, and experts are starting to gather information to share with those of us who want to make up our own minds.


Professional Guidelines about Device Usage: What Do the Experts Say?


In 2011, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) released a strict set of guidelines, urging parents to not let children younger than two years old consume any sort of media, from television to smartphones to iPads. The recommendations aimed at extending “unplugged play,” a cognitive stepping stone every bit as valuable as learning how to walk or speak.


The AAP dispatch explained: “Pediatricians should explain to parents the importance of unstructured, unplugged play in allowing a child’s mind to grow, problem-solve, think innovatively, and develop reasoning skills. Unstructured play occurs both independently and cooperatively with a parent or caregiver. The importance of parents sitting down to play with their children cannot be overstated.”


At the very least, parents should set strict media limits, to make sure the child devotes enough time to “unplugged play.” The AAP even recommends that children older than two years spend less than two hours a day in front of a screen. If you compare that to the staggering amount of time adults like me spend working in front of screens, these guidelines seem nearly impossible to enforce. That’s why you should think about these philosophical questions months before your baby ever touches an iPad.


A team of AAP doctors summarized a year’s worth of research into the dangers of excessive screen time for children in a frightening paragraph: “Time spent watching television is associated with a number of negative health behaviors and outcomes among children, including overweight, irregular sleep, insufficient consumption of fruits and vegetables, and disordered eating. Excessive television viewing has detrimental effects on prosocial behaviors, such as spending time with parents and siblings, doing homework, or engaging in creative play, and is linked with getting lower grades, getting into trouble, and feeling sadness and boredom.”


Yikes. If smartphones and tablets are not used in the proper context, we are basically giving kids televisions they can carry anywhere they want. While researchers don’t have enough data to make many conclusions, parents should not underestimate the dangers posed by too much screen time—no matter what device they use.


University of Washington professor of pediatrics Dimitri Christakis explained in an online interview: “The newborn brain triples in size in the first two years of life, and it does this in direct response to external stimulation.” Every time I get sick of reading the same book over and over or just want to watch television instead of offering a bedtime story, I think about my baby’s growing brain. Especially during those first few years, reading to your baby really does make a difference. Christakis concluded: “When a television is on, or a screen is on, the child is engaged in watching that program, and the parent is talking to their child 80 percent less of the time. That talking time is really critical for a child’s language development, because hearing the words and hearing their parents talking to them is helping them understand the language and grow their communication skills. Making use of those times when you’re busy doing something else is really valuable time for your child.”


Even though the research is only beginning, any parent can clearly see the powerful sway these devices hold over a child. So what’s a parent to do? While experts don’t agree 100 percent on what exactly the best practices are for device use for and around children, a few guidelines do emerge.


Think carefully about how early (and how often) to introduce devices.


Some groups believe we should keep devices out of our kids’ hands until after elementary school. The Alliance for Childhood published a huge report called “Fool’s Gold,” calling for an “immediate moratorium on the further introduction of computers in early childhood and elementary education, except for special cases of students with disabilities. Such a time-out is necessary to create the climate for the above recommendations to take place.”


The Waldorf Education approach to early education actively discourages the use of devices with young kids. The educational philosophy developed from the work of Austrian philosopher and teacher Rudolf Steiner. Steiner founded a revolutionary school in the 1920s, developing a curriculum years before television or computers. His philosophies spread to 900 Waldorf schools in 83 different countries.


The school has a strict policy about devices inside the classroom, and many teachers discourage computer use in the home as well. The movement’s official page makes the policy clear: “Waldorf teachers feel the appropriate age for computer use in the classroom and by students is in high school. We feel it is more important for students to have the opportunity to interact with one another and with teachers in exploring the world of ideas, participating in the creative process, and developing their knowledge, skills, abilities, and inner qualities. Waldorf students have a love of learning, an ongoing curiosity, and interest in life. As older students, they quickly master computer technology, and graduates have successful careers in the computer industry.”


In an online interview, Washington pediatrician Don Shifrin noted that “two-thirds of kids ages 4 to 7 have already used an iPhone or an iPod Touch,” a staggering statistic if you consider how relatively new these devices are.


Even the people building digital experiences for children struggle with the question of how much time to spend on a device. App designer Christoph Niemann shared his own family device usage guidelines for his children: “I don’t want [my son] to have something like that in his room, where he can drag it out in the middle of the night and play for two hours. The first thing is basically that they can only do it with their brothers, together. I don’t want this to be a solitary thing. The second thing is limiting time, extremely.” Whatever you and your family decide, the general rule, say experts, is to monitor your kids’ time on and access to electronic devices. Unfettered access is generally not recommended.


End each day with a book, not a device.


In practice, most parents will allow their children some sort of monitored or restricted device usage. But there is one important principle that nearly every expert agrees upon. Keep the device outside of the bedroom. Shifrin advises parents: “Media in children’s and even teenagers’ bedrooms is a detriment to their health, their family health, their ability to connect with the family, their ability to get information unfiltered into their brains and also the ability to go to sleep.”


As parents, we can make a commitment to end our child’s day with a print book, rather than a cartoon or digital book in the bedroom. Keeping devices and eBooks out of the bedroom will build better sleep habits and put your child on a healthier course as they grow up. You can model the behavior with your own device usage, by setting (and keeping!) your own digital boundaries inside the house. No devices at the dinner table, anyone?


Be mindful of what other toys are in the house.


This is also a great time to think about commercialism in your child’s life. Harvard Medical School psychiatry instructor Susan Linn has spent years fighting corporations sneaking into your child’s toy box and has written a number of books about commercialism. She leads the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood, a nonprofit group waging a very active war against marketers and corporations who target children through digital devices, television shows, and toys. “Parents can be conscious of the commercial onslaught even before their babies are born. Set limits in early childhood. If your baby is inundated with Elmo or the Disney princesses, if the baby’s room is decorated with media characters, if the baby’s toys are media characters, those media characters are going to become incredibly important to your child and it’s going to be harder to set limits later,” she said. “It’s easy to limit commercialism in the life of a baby and a toddler, because they’re not asking for it.”


As you’ve probably already realized, you don’t need to buy a single media-branded item for your kids . . . because your family and friends will likely do it for you. But this is an invaluable conversation to have before your child arrives, setting family rules about the oncoming deluge of toys that encourage kids to watch more TV, buy more breakfast cereal, or spend more money on other branded toys. Remember, you are ultimately in charge of what toys come into your house (and which ones stay there).


The Three C’s of Responsible Device Usage: Making Devices More Interactive


Before Olive could talk, she recognized the words iPad and iPhone. Her eyes lit up like a trained monkey when we used those magic names. Once she could talk, one of her first words was iPhone. Who could blame her? This device has been stuck in her face at every major moment in her life, from birthday parties to first steps to video chats with her grandparents back in Michigan.


Nevertheless, our first impulse as parents was to limit her time on the device.


While raising her children during the early 2000s, journalist Lisa Guernsey struggled to strike a similar balance with device usage. With two young kids running around the house, she discovered how DVDs could bring a little bit of domestic peace to these creatures with boundless energy. She interviewed a host of experts, writing an entire book called Into the Minds of Babes: How Screen Time Affects Children from Birth to Age Five.


I caught up with Guernsey for some advice in my own life, and she urged parents to think less about time spent on a device and more time worrying about the three C’s, her strategies for thinking about screen time: “content,” “context,” and your “individual child.” She explained (emphasis mine): “One is the content, knowing whether the material that the children are seeing on the screen makes sense to them or not. But then there’s the context, which is whether there are moments for conversations about what they are experiencing on the screen. . . . The third C is your individual child and recognizing how every child is so different. They will come to that screen media experience in a different way because of that child’s own experiences that they’ve already started building up and their own disposition and their own interests.”


Interactive reading can be a powerful kind of early stimulation. By using Guernsey’s three C’s and the Born Reading Playbook, you can make sure digital reading is more constructive as well. By choosing the right eBooks, apps, and media, you can make sure your child receives the kind of stimulation the growing brain needs.


I applied the three C’s during an adventure I took with Olive when she was two and a half years old. At this point in her life, Olive spent about 15 minutes a day using an iPad, and she was learning to use a storytelling app that involved playing with digital treasure boxes and castles.


Following Guernsey’s advice, I knew that the content made sense to my toddler. Olive clearly understood what was happening. She repeated the words “treasure” and “castle” often and spent one morning decorating cardboard castles with her mom. Olive pronounced the word “treasure” with a tiny lisp, the word brimming with joy like the word “surprise” or “present.”


That morning, I took the combination of app games and real life games a step further, inventing a simple castles and treasure game at the park. We played treasure hunters for an hour at play structure “castles,” digging through the sand, wood chips, and dirt to uncover imaginary treasure boxes.


By playing in the park, I extended the context of the app into the real world, giving Olive a chance to use the words she had learned by playing with the device in a physical (if imaginary) game. We added tigers and snakes that guarded the treasures, and I would wrestle play monsters while she grabbed the treasure.


As the game continued, I recognized my individual child’s passion for our digital devices. At this point, we still had to battle her if she happened to grab one of our smartphones. Olive would whine and use all her delay tactics before reluctantly returning the device.
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