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RESEARCH NOTES

READ IT AGAIN! 
BENEFITS OF READING TO YOUNG CHILDREN
Story time is important for brain development, even for babies who do not talk yet. When you read with children, 
they are connecting the words you say to the pictures on the page, to the things in their world. All of those 
connections are brain connections! 

THE TAKE HOME:
1. Even before they can talk, children need to hear language to 

support brain development. 
2. Reading and telling stories with children is a great way to 

expose them to a rich variety of words.

3. With language, both quantity and quality matter.  

WHAT DOES RESEARCH SAY?
 � Infants pick up on language earlier than we realize. In fact, 
research shows that babies’ brains prepare to speak months 
before they say their first words. In order to complete this 
important brain preparation, children need to hear language. 

 � Books provide a great opportunity for back-and-forth 
interactions with older children. This supports word learning 
and pre-literacy skills. 

 � The quantity of words that children hear is important for language development, but so is the quality of 
language that they hear. Quality of language can refer to word diversity and to the quality of the speech 
signal.

 � It is important to use new and different words for children to expand their vocabulary. Books often 
include words that adults would not otherwise use, like names of plants or animals.

 � Research shows that babies prefer infant-directed speech, or ‘parentese.’ The slow, exaggerated sing-song 
voice grabs babies’ attention and helps them identify individual sounds. 

WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE?
 � Although some infants will listen to books, other infants want to turn pages and chew on corners. That’s 
ok! Any interaction that infants have with books is good. As they get older, the interactions will become 
more focused and intentional.

 � Toddlers may like to hold the book and turn the pages. They may also like to help tell the story. Pause 
during stories that they have heard many times and let them fill in the missing words. Or ask them to 
tell you the whole story.

 � Dialogic reading is a type of interactive reading. When adults ask children questions, explain new 
vocabulary, and relate the story to a child’s life, they are engaged in dialogic reading. This helps young 
children develop important pre-literacy skills, like story understanding and critical thinking. 

 � You can use the words and pictures in the books you read to introduce new words and ideas to children. 
“This is a giraffe. Giraffes have spots and long necks. They like to eat leaves. Can a giraffe be a pet? 
No!” These interactions are important for growing children’s vocabulary. 

?

ILABS_Research-Notes-Read-it-Again-RtP



2

This document was developed with funds from Grant #90HC0012 for the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Office of Head Start, and the Office of Child 
Care by the National Center for Early Childhood Development, Teaching, and Learning. This resource may 
be duplicated for noncommercial uses without permission.

TRY THIS!
 � Make reading several times a day part of your routine. Children thrive in predictable environments. 
Daily reading time creates the consistency and sense of stability that children need. Reading the same 
books over and over also allows children to predict elements of the story and learn through repetition. 

 � Reflect on how you use books with children. How might you encourage parents to use books for more 
than stories?

 � Reading is not the only way to use books to engage with children. Use the pictures in a book to tell your 
own story. Or encourage children to be the storyteller!

 � Enjoy story time! Reading is a great time to interact with children. As you read together, make funny 
sounds or sing songs that go along with the story. During home visits, encourage parents to do the same. 
Adjust your interactions to match children’s age, ability, and interests. This is how children learn best. 

 � Reading to babies and young children in parentese makes it easier for them to learn a variety of new 
words. Parentese is linked to greater language growth in later childhood.

 � Connect families to the local library or other ways to access books in your community. Bring books on 
home visits and model dialogic reading for families. 

LEARN MORE:

NEWS YOU CAN USE: FOUNDATIONS OF SCHOOL READINESS: LANGUAGE AND LITERACY
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/nycu-school-readiness-language-literacy.pdf
PLANNED LANGUAGE APPROACH: STRENGTHENING EMERGENT LITERACY AND ORAL LANGUAGE 
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/big5-ts-strengthening-oral-language-eng.pdf
SELECTING CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE CHILDREN’S BOOKS IN LANGUAGES OTHER THAN ENGLISH
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/select-cultural-childrens-books-non-english-eng.pdf
TIPS FOR PARENTS: CHOOSING BOOKS FOR INFANTS AND TODDLERS
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/parenting/article/tips-parents-choosing-books-infants-toddlers
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CONNECTING AT HOME

READ IT AGAIN! 
BENEFITS OF READING TO YOUNG CHILDREN
Reading with your child helps build language and thinking skills. Even before children can talk, story time helps 
build babies’ brains.

ENJOY STORY TIME TOGETHER
Make funny sounds or sing songs as you read or 
tell stories. Reading is a great time for back-and-
forth interactions with your child. This is how 
children learn best. 

BOOKS INTRODUCE NEW WORDS
Choose books in your home language that 
focus on different topics, like animals, noises, or 
shapes. This is a great way to expose children 
to a variety of words. Reading books with new 
words helps build your child’s vocabulary. 

READING DAILY 
Pick a regular time to read to your child, like 
every morning, or at bedtime. Routines help 
children thrive. They may even like to hear the 
same books over and over again.

CREATE A DIALOGUE
Talk to your child about the pictures in the 
book. “See the duck? The duck is yellow! What 
else in this picture is yellow?” Storytelling can 
go beyond the words on the page. This helps 
children build language and thinking skills. 
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