


How to 
Raise
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Don M. Winn
The following excerpt is taken from 
chapter five of my book Raising a 
Child with Dyslexia: What Every Par-
ent Needs to Know. While this book 
is of course intended for parents and 
educators of dyslexic learners, it con-
tains helpful tips for all parents of all 
children because every child benefits 
from being raised as a reader. In ad-
dition, since dyslexia is often undiag-
nosed before a child starts school, the 
ideas in this chapter should be ap-
plied to all children to give them the 
best possible head start in reading. 
Just imagine the enormous benefits 
to an undiagnosed dyslexic learner 
of always having been surrounded 
by reading and stories, thinking of 
oneself as a reader, and associating 
shared reading with feelings of love 
and safety. 
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Note: When I was writing this book, I chose to use the pronouns “he” and “him” when referring 
to a child or student with dyslexia simply because it reflects my own life experience, but please 
remember that dyslexia can affect any gender.

Referring to the short window of time between conception and age three, Ludwig Janus, MD, 
a lecturer and psychoanalysis instructor at the Psychoanalysis Training Institute in Heidelberg, 
Germany, reminds us that “our whole existence is based on the vitality and the dynamic expe-
riences of our very beginning. This period is the foundation of our life and our experiences of 
our relationship to the world.”

Parents must take full advantage of this tiny window of opportunity to teach their children and 
to connect with them in meaningful ways, especially through shared reading. If you are currently 
experiencing this window of time with your child, please think deeply about how you can make 
the most of it. This section contains some helpful suggestions to get you started.

If you’re expecting a baby, researchers offer multiple suggestions for your consideration. Re-
member that your child can hear everything you say, even while in the womb. Your baby already 
loves the sound of your voice, especially when you’re calm and talking directly to it.

If you already have a name picked out for your baby, use it often. Have conversations with your 
baby. Tell him how much you look forward to seeing him for the first time, and how you long to 

hold him close and share your world together. Sing songs for your baby. And read, read, read 
aloud as much as you can. Research has shown that rhyming stories are especially beneficial 
during this time. It’s never too soon to share the love of books, reading, and words with your 
child. Now is a great time to regularly read a favorite poem or nursery rhyme to your unborn 
child until he is familiar with the sounds of it. After your child is born, you can observe his re-
sponse to that same poem or rhyme. Does it quiet your child when he’s fussy? Does the child 
seem calmer when he hears the familiar material? Does his body language change?

Once a baby is born, 
often a parent’s world 
turns upside down—it 
can be overwhelming 
trying to deal with mini-
mal sleep, new routines, 
new responsibilities, and 
the mysteries of trying to 
interpret the communi-
cations of a tiny person 
who can only make loud 
noises. It can be easy to 
parent from crisis-man-
agement mode during 
these early days, but 
don’t forget the value of 
shared reading.

Parents who hold their 
infant in a tender em-
brace while reading 
from a brightly colored 
picture book with ex-
pression and love can 
witness the baby’s immediate response—the soothed demeanor, the engagement, the curios-
ity, and the beauty of the bonding and attachment process in action. And remember, bonding 
and attachment opportunities are at the heart of shared reading. The more oxytocin that is 
generated and the more frequently its production is triggered, the closer the resulting bond 
between you and your child.

Of course, there are exceptions to every rule. Occasionally, parents will observe that their child 
doesn’t seem to be calmed by shared reading. There are some sensory integration disorders, 

Continued on page 154
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for example, that limit a child’s ability to take 
in stimuli, and going beyond that point can 
trigger anxiety in the child. If you observe 
these behaviors in your child, the situation 
is well worth a mention to your child’s pe-
diatrician.

Even without such a disorder, there may be 
a few children who just don’t want to sit still 
with mom or dad and read. If that is your 
experience, I encourage you to be patient. 
Reading together for shorter times—per-
haps sharing a brief nursery rhyme rather 
than a longer picture book—can ease your 
child into accepting the idea that reading 
together is going to be fun and special.

Reading to your infant, cuddling him close, 
holding him so he can see the pictures and 

words on the page, moving your finger along 
as you read each word, and helping your 
baby trace letter shapes with his finger as 
you say the letter have all proven to be effec-
tive teaching tools in laying a foundation for 
literacy. For babies, tactile quality is another 
factor to consider—cloth books, wipe-clean 
padded plastic books, and books printed 
on heavy cardboard stock all offer different 
forms of tactile stimulation. Babies will hold, 
squeeze, slap, and chew on their books as 
ways of exploring their world, so their books 
need to be sturdy and easy to clean.

As your infant grows into a toddler, possibil-
ities for sharing grow as well. Consider plac-
ing your child’s books on a low shelf so they 
can see them and easily reach them any 
time they wish. Your toddler will love to turn 

the pages as you read together. Even if he 
accidentally skips pages, that’s okay! Let him 
participate. Show him the cover of the book. 
Describe what you see and give your child 
the opportunity to repeat any words that 
catch his fancy. If the book has a tortoise on 
the cover, perhaps you could ask, “Can you 
say tortoise?” and then praise his efforts.

If your toddler wants to hear the same sto-
ry a dozen times a day, this offers you an 
opportunity to help him learn that by tak-
ing control of his environment and choices, 
he can learn to do what psychologists call 
self-soothing. Self-soothing is defined as 
the act of comforting oneself when unhappy 
or distressed. Remember the study (from an 
earlier chapter) that showed that the heart 
rates of babies in the womb slowed down 
to a calm pace once they heard a familiar 
rhyming story? What a priceless skill to rein-
force in a child at a young age!

When children associate feelings of com-
fort, safety, and love with shared reading, 
they are learning foundational techniques 
for managing or reducing anxiety. Parents 
can foster this process in several ways. If 
your child has to go to the doctor, read him 
a story about what happens at the doctor’s 
office so he’ll know what to expect. Your 
child’s anxiety will be eased, and he will link 
the thought of you reading to him with feel-
ing less afraid and more prepared. Having 
favorite books with you for the waiting room 
and examination room is a good idea as well.

What if your toddler is showing signs of sep-
aration anxiety? Is he crying and clinging to 
you when it’s time to be dropped off at day-

care or the sitter’s house? Sharing a calming 
favorite story together can become part of 
a routine you use to prepare your child for 
your necessary absences. Is your child fussy 
at bath time? Plastic books can be part of 
the nighttime ritual and ease children into 
enjoying their time in the bath.

Nap time and bedtime are ideal times to 
share story books together and create a 
comforting routine that contributes greatly 
to a child’s sense of order and security at 

home. Parents who are too tired to read in 
that moment can utilize audiobooks. You 
and your child can still cuddle together on 
your favorite chair and relax while someone 
else does the reading.

Children between two and three years of 
age can begin to memorize their favorite 
stories. Kids love it when their parent allows 
them to pretend to read their favorite books 
to them from memory. This is also the age at 
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which children enjoy hearing their parents 
read in different voices for the different 
characters in the book. Characterizations 
bring so much to the reading experience, 
and it’s great to giggle together and make 
reading fun!

Experts also encourage parents to point 
out print to their child wherever they see 
it. Helping children interact with the writ-
ten word all around them in signs, labels of 
favorite foods and snacks, titles of favorite 
shows, and logos on shoes or clothing is 
another way of boosting their awareness 
of the role words play in everyday life. It 
can be a fun game for a child to point out 
a word every time you leave to run an er-
rand together. It’s not important at this age 
that children be able to read the words, 
just that they be on the lookout for them 
and show you what they’ve noticed.

Most toddlers have developed sufficient 
communication skills to allow them to in-
teract with adults during reading experi-
ences. Asking them questions about the 
pictures in their favorite books or asking 
what they think might happen next in a 
story helps keep them interested in the 
process and makes them feel like they’re 
part of the story. A child’s responses also 
offer parents valuable insights into how 
their child processes information and how 
he feels about things, so be open to ask-
ing questions about what your child sees, 
hears, and feels.

It’s also important to know when to stop. 
If your child loses interest or struggles to 
pay attention for an extended period of 

time, it’s okay not to finish the story. As men-
tioned previously, a short attention span 
or a tendency to be frustrated easily when 
asked to sit still and read can be early signs 
of a reading challenge. While lots of young 
children have a short attention span for un-
interesting tasks, most do become engaged 
when they have your one-on-one attention 
during shared reading. If you notice these 
tendencies while sharing books with your 
child, I encourage you to let your child’s pe-
diatrician know what you’ve observed.

What if your child is a preschooler? It’s more 
important than ever to be reading regularly 
with your child. Between birth and age five, 
a child’s brain grows more rapidly than at 
any other time in life. The brain triples in size 
during these years (more on this in chapter 
7), and has been likened to a sponge—it ab-
sorbs everything from its environment and is 
thirsty for knowledge.

Many families make it a goal to read togeth-
er daily, especially during these years, and 
it’s easy to understand why. In addition to 
making the most of rapid brain develop-
ment, it solidifies the relationship between 
you and your child and offers the familiarity 
and security of a daily routine—one where 
you extend closeness, warmth, and deep 
personal interest to your child in a consistent 
and reliable manner. Doing so builds trust.

Daily reading also teaches your child that 
reading is an important, intrinsic part of 
life. It helps your child build an identity as a 
reader. Why is this important? Because iden-
tity isn’t just what people do, it’s who they 
are. As children transition from preschool 
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to elementary school, they may encounter 
reading difficulties as they begin to read on 
their own. But if you have spent time help-
ing your child develop an early identity as 
a reader, he will already have established 
a firm bond with books and the enjoyment 
they bring. Then your child will think of him-
self as a person who loves stories and will 
be more likely to feel that the hard work he 
needs to do to read well is worth his effort.

Gradually, shared reading will expose your 
child to the mechanics of words and written 
language. You’ve likely already been point-
ing to different words as you read to your 
child, but it can help to explain specifically 
that written words flow from left to right in 
the English language. Point out the spaces 
between words and teach your child that 
this tells the reader that one word is com-
plete and another is beginning.

Preschool age is a great time for children 
to learn basic punctuation like periods and 
question marks and to understand that 
these marks are our signal that a sentence 
or thought is complete. Paragraphs indicate 
that we’re now going to talk about some-
thing else, or that one scene is finished and 
something new is going to happen.

Tell your child how much you enjoy reading 
with them. Make plenty of eye contact, and 
let your child see your joy as he participates 
with you in reading activities.

Another enriching activity you can do to 
raise a reader includes involving all of the 
senses as you read together. Shared reading 
usually incorporates only auditory (hearing) 
and visual (seeing) input, but by stimulating 
tactile (touch) and kinesthetic (movement) 
input as well, you can help your children 

utilize a variety of pathways within the brain 
as he learns. Chapter 17 of this book goes 
into further detail about the value of multi-
sensory teaching, but parents can use a few 
basic multisensory teaching techniques at 
home starting at a very young age. For ex-
ample, tracing your child’s finger around dif-
ferent letters in books helps his brain create 
and reinforce the neural pathways that will 
allow him to learn to write. You could also 
hold your child’s hand around a pencil and 
patiently show him how to write the letters 
of his name.

When your child is coloring or drawing with 
his favorite crayons or markers, take note of 
how he naturally grasps the writing imple-
ments. Your child’s grip on the pen or crayon 
can be gently adjusted if it appears awkward 
or inefficient. The tripod grip is the best grip 
for efficient, less fatiguing writing. The tri-
pod grip positions the pencil between the 
thumb and index finger, with the weight of 
the pencil resting on the middle finger and 
the ring and pinkie fingers curled out of the 
way into the palm.

It’s important for your child to establish an 
early habit of holding a writing utensil cor-
rectly, because the brain quickly becomes 
habituated to any frequently used style of 
gripping a writing instrument, even if it’s an 
awkward, less efficient grip. Once a child 
becomes habituated to an awkward grasp, it 
can be tremendously frustrating to him if he 
must modify his grip after entering school.

Occupational therapists who work with chil-
dren needing to adjust their writing grasp 
often encourage a stronger tripod grip us-

ing tasks that involve tongs, tweezers, or a 
strawberry coring tool to pick up marbles 
or small objects and put them in a nar-
row-necked bottle. Purchased games such 
as Operation and Patch Bed Bugs both 
feature the use of tweezers to retrieve deli-
cate game pieces. There are also numerous 
pencil grip tools available online that slide 
onto a pencil or marker to help encourage 
proper grasp. Your observations of the ways 
your child approaches these developmental 
stages and activities will provide useful in-
sight that will serve your child’s needs as he 
enters academic life.

While it’s optimal to begin reading togeth-
er when your child is as young as possible, 
it’s never too late to begin reading togeth-
er. Creating a daily shared reading time will 
help the two of you draw closer together, 
create a love of books and learning, and 
help your child develop his identity as a life-
long reader. n

Don M. Winn is an award-winning author, 
keynote speaker, and dyslexia advocate. He 
has written numerous articles about dyslexia 
and providing help to kids with reading dif-
ficulties. His books include Raising a Child 
with Dyslexia: What Every Parent Needs to 
Know, numerous picture books, and the 
award-winning Sir Kaye the Boy Knight se-
ries of medieval adventure chapter books, 
ideal for capturing the imaginations of strug-
gling readers (also available as audiobooks). 

His dyslexia resources are available at www.
donwinn.com. Find him on Facebook and 
Instagram or on LinkedIn.
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