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early reading

You’d know if you’ve been in  
a toyshop recently, or even in a 
baby supplies shop, that there’s 

no avoiding the growing shelf-space 
devoted to products like Baby Einstein 
and Brainy Baby, with DVDs, books 
and flashcards to improve your baby’s 
intellect from the moment 
they pop out of the womb.

Hey, why wait until then? 
There are even products you 
can strap to your pregnant 
belly that will play music or 
heartbeat patterns so your 
developing baby can get a 
head-start on his learning 
while floating aimlessly 
around doing not much else.

“Your Baby Can Read!” 
claims one website that 
sells DVD-based training 
programs. Well, maybe  
yours can, but none of mine 
ever did. I just thought that learning  
to feed, sit up, crawl and gum the  
odd rattle was enough for the first  
few months. Walking and talking  
kind of took precedence over reading 
for a while, too.

But with the plethora of flashcards, 
baby development products and reading 
programs flooding the market, it’s  
quite difficult to work out what’s 
normal, what’s a scam and what’s  
the best thing to do for your child. 

How early is too early?  
Can babies really read? 
Fran Molloy talks to  
the experts about the  
timing and the tactics for 
teaching little ones to read

Better sooner or later?
“I couldn’t believe it when Maddy 
started school and half the kids 
there were already picking up books 
and reading,” says Andrea, mum to 
Maddison, now 6, and Amy, 18 months. 
“So now I want to make sure Amy is 
reading by the time she starts school.” 

Andrea is thinking of buying a Baby 
Reading program that costs around 
$450 to encourage Amy to read, but 
says Maddy’s teacher has warned her 

that trying to teach reading too early 
might just turn Amy off it altogether. 

But while Andrea is worried about 
Maddy and Amy falling behind, Jodie – 
whose 4-year-old son Charlie is already 
starting to spell out sentences  
in books on his own – says she’s been 
told that kids who can already read 
when they start school might get bored 
and disrupt the classroom.

I spoke to one of the best authorities  
I know on starting school: teacher  
Janet Greville, who has been teaching 
kids starting their first year of school 
for over 30 years.

“These days, unlike when I first 
started teaching, we expect kids to  
be at all different levels, and we cater  
for it,” she says. “About 90 per cent of 
kids can’t read. Mostly they will recite 
the alphabet and they can recognise 
letters but they’re not often at the  
stage where they know the sounds  
that each letter makes.”

Janet says two or three kids in  
each class might be able to pick up a 
book and read a sentence on their own, 

Reading for even a few 
minutes a day gives 
kids a head start
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and they won’t be bored because  
they’ll be given readers and activities  
to suit their level. 

Teachers now use the Best Start 
program to assess children in the first 
few weeks of school and all students  
are put on an individual program to 
take them through the steps they  
need to achieve literacy.

But when should you start 
introducing your child to the early 
stages of reading?

Doing the groundwork
Author and literacy expert Katherine 
Bates has just released her new book, 
Help your child to excel at reading 
(Rockpool Publishing), and in it 
she says to relax because you are 
probably teaching early reading 
to your child without even 
knowing that’s what you are 
doing. She says there are 
lots of things parents 
do naturally with their 
children from a young 
age that are all part of 

preparing children to read.
“Early reading is part of reading,” she 

explains, “and that’s about talking and 
listening to your children, and exposing 
them to sounds and words. You’re 
‘reading’ the world to your children, 
just not through print yet.”

Katherine points out that most 
parents talk to their kids and get them 
to keep taking risks and learn to correct 
themselves, which helps them build up 
emotional resilience and feel confident 
in trying out new words.

“Parents do it naturally. A child 
might say, ‘I want a dink,’ so you speak 
back to him, saying, ‘Would you like  
a drink?’ You use the correct language 
rather than saying, ‘No, don’t say dink, 
say drink.’” she says.

“If you corrected him each time  
he came to a sound that was wrong, 
he’d stop speaking because he would  
be so frightened of making mistakes,” 
Katherine adds.

Flash in the pan
Katherine laughs when I ask her about 
teaching babies to read. “It happens all 
the time, I speak to parents who are 
trying flashcards before children even 
have language acquisition,” she says.

She doesn’t think there is any harm 
in it, as long as children aren’t under 
pressure, but warns that parents 
expecting very young children to read 
by buying expensive flashcard systems 
are wasting their money.

“If children are not ready, they’re not 
ready. If we push, push, push, it can 
actually be detrimental to their self 
esteem and can turn them off. And later 
on they might be reluctant to learn 
because they feel they’ve been there, 
done all that and it’s just too hard.”

Teaching resilience and flexibility to 
try different sorts of things is going 
to be more helpful than rote-learning 
sight words, she says. “I wouldn’t put 
my child in front of that at a very early 
age, but if they’re ready and they are 
keen, well, it may help.”

She adds that she is very tentative 
about programs costing thousands of 
dollars when reading to your child for 
a few minutes a day will give them a 
really sound start.

Katherine adds that teaching our  
kids to read is like a good salad –  
a little bit of everything is great.  

“Reading isn’t about recognising 
words off by heart, which is what 

you learn from flashcards. But lots 
of words we learn you can’t 

❜ ❜

If children are not ready, they’re not ready. If 
we push, push, push it can actually be detrimental 
to their self esteem and can turn them off ❜ ❜
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Colley says some parents start trying  
to teach their child to read from  
18 months but it’s more realistic to  
wait until he’s at least 3 years old and 
then see whether he’s interested.

“There’s so much pressure on  
people to compete,” she says, “to  
get their children into the top of the 
class in kindergarten or to be first  
to learn to read.” 

She also says children in general 
are about a year further ahead in 
their reading skills than when she 
was teaching many years ago, but 
it’s important to realise they need to 
learn at their own pace. Some kids are 
interested in reading at a young age, 
while others want to climb trees, and 
both should be encouraged.

“Kids are all different,” agrees infants’ 
teacher Janet Greville. “Some children 
are oral learners, some are more visual. 
Some kids will pick things up very 
young, others will take longer. But they 
generally all get there in the end as long 
as you keep them interested and don’t 
put too much pressure on them.”

sound out, like ‘the’, so in  
the classroom we often teach 
those as sight words.”

Open sesame
I admitted to Katherine that 
all four of my children learnt 
the alphabet from watching 
Sesame Street while I hung 
the washing out and cleaned 
up breakfast dishes, and was 
relieved to hear that was pretty 
common and totally harmless.

But the US focus on letters and 
a bottom-up approach to reading, 
starting with letter names, isn’t as 
successful as the typical way Australian 
schools teach reading, she says.

According to Katherine, Australia is 
among the world’s leaders in literacy 
training in early childhood. This is 
probably because we combine a  
bottom-up ‘phonics’ approach, where 
children learn to sound words out, and 
a top-down, whole-language approach, 
where words are used in context.

“There are lots of practical ways you 
can teach early reading,” she says.  
“If your child has a dog, you know he 
loves his dog, so you start talking about 
the letter ‘D’. Because dog, dinosaur 
and dinner are things with the same 
initial letter that are important in his 
world, you can link reading experience 
to what he’s experiencing in his real 
world. There’s no use putting up a 
picture of an igloo and saying ‘i – igloo’ 
because not many kids have seen one  
at that age.”

Keys to reading easily 
Katherine says the key to acquisition  
of language is repeatedly trying and 
going over and over it. Children who 
are afraid of making a mistake are  PP

Ready, set, read!
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There are lots of practical ways to teach 

early reading. If your child loves his dog, you 
start talking about the letter ‘D’❜ ❜
less likely to succeed in a classroom 
because they aren’t taking risks. 

One example Katherine uses in  
her book is a story of a young girl  
who became a whiz at reading.

A 4-year-old girl, who was used to 
praise and encouragement from her 
mother, was among a group of cousins 
busy drawing around a big kitchen 
table. Oblivious to the parents within 
hearing, she commented casually,  
‘Hey, look at my Batman drawing.  
I can’t believe I can draw like this. I 
feel really proud of myself. I really can’t 
believe it. I’m good.’ Her head didn’t 
move from her page, she kept drawing. 
She was using positive self-talk: her 
thoughts were said aloud but it was  
as if they were for her, it didn’t seem  
to matter whether anyone heard or  
agreed with her. What mattered 
was that she heard herself. She was 
genuinely proud of her efforts.

By encouraging and praising your 
child’s efforts, Katherine says, they  
will feel more confident in taking risks 
and giving reading a try.

Another one of the best things 
you can do to help your child to 
read, she says, is to sit down every 
day and read a few books with him. 
If you read for just 1½ minutes 
with your child every day from 
the age of 2, by the time they’re in 
their second year of school, they 
will have been exposed to 150,000 
words. If you read for 10 minutes 
each day, that’s 1.5 million words. 

“Studies on high-achieving 
15-year-olds show they have 
an average vocabulary of about 
80,000 words and as pre-schoolers 
they were learning about 5000 
new words a year.”

Children’s bookshop owner Kate 


