Chair, TPL Board chair - Letter to the Editor

From: Chair, TPL Board chair i
To: letters@globeandmail.ca E
Date: 11/9/2005 4:43 PM
Subject: Letter to the Editor

Letters to the Editor
The Globe and Mail

The recent study at the University of Guelph mentioned in Caroline Alphonso’s article, “Study
questions path to literacy” has certainly sparked discussion about reading to young children.
While the researchers found that reading to preschool children did not help them decode the
words on the page, parents, librarians and teachers have long known that the benefit of
reading to young children is to help prepare them for the task of reading.

Storytimes for preschool children have been conducted in the Toronto Public Library for the
past hundred years, not to teach children how to read, but to show children how much fun can
be had in the world of story. Indeed the Guelph study supports the findings in library research
that also promote interactive reading with children as a way to enhance comprehension,
vocabulary and overall readiness to read.

As the busiest public library in the world, Toronto Public Library is committed to providing
storytimes, helping parents choose materials and suggesting effective ways of reading to
preschoolers. We will also encourage parents to have fun reading with children and help
them love stories. Children need to know the riches that can be found in books and reading.

Gillian Mason

Chair, Toronto Public Library Board
789 Yonge Street

Toronto, ON M4W 2G8

Tel: 416-920-3337
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Study questions path to literacy; Does reading to toddlers help them read?

CAROLINE ALPHONSO
EDUCATION REPORTER

Parents take note: Reading to your preschoolers before bedtime doesn't mean they are likely to learn much

about letters, or even how to read words.

A new study shows that while storybook time has developmental benefits, preschool children pay very little

attention to the printed words on a page.

“There are all kinds of parents who are reading to their children believing that it's going to help their children to
learn how to read,” said Mary Ann Evans, a psychology professor at the University of Guelph and co-author of
the study.

“That's true to an extent in that reading to your children will help them develop an understanding of storyline. But

it's not necessarily helping them to learn how to decode the words on the page.”

Reading to your children is considered a valued home literacy activity. But Prof. Evans said that few studies

have looked at its link to children's literacy skills.
To learn how to read, children must pay attention to the letters and recognize words. But her research,
published in this month's issue of Psychological Science, the journal of the American Psychological Society,

found that preschoolers were focused elsewhere.

Prof. Evans, along with Jean Saint-Aubin of the University of Moncton in New Brunswick, conducted two studies

of four- and five-year-olds.
The preschoolers wore special headbands with three cameras that tracked eye and head movements.

In the first study, five preschoolers sat on their mothers' laps as the adults read stories on a computer screen.

Each child was tested for about an hour with five storybooks. Three books had rich, colourful illustrations. The



other two, which included Carrot Seed by Ruth Krauss, had simple black-and-white illustrations.

The researchers found that children rarely looked at the text. They focused instead on the pictures, no matter
how simple they were. In fact, the preschoolers spent, on average, five seconds per book fixated on the text,
and three minutes on the illustrations. And the more words on a page, the longer they looked at the pictures, the
study found.

In a second study, another group of nine children had the same books read to them by their preschool teacher.

They showed the same pattern as the first group, the researchers found.

Although Prof. Evans acknowledges that reading to children has its benefits, she cautions parents on expecting

too much.

“It's hard to see how they're learning a lot about the appearance of print, and how to read words or learn words
by sight . . . because they are not looking at the print,” said Prof. Evans, who has been studying parental

involvement in children's literacy development.

“Unless parents do something a little bit more explicit, I'm not sure that it has that major an impact.”

Laura Justice, an assistant professor at the University of Virginia's Curry School of Education, echoes these

sentiments.

Prof. Justice, who researches preschool language and literacy development, said she has been training parents
to read books to their children in a way that will advance literacy skills.

Still, Joy Leschiutta Rothwell, a teacher in the toddler program at the University of Guelph's Child Care and
Learning Centre, said that simply reading to children every day goes far in helping them learn to appreciate

books.

At the centre, books are always on hand for children in the playrooms, and some youngsters have adults read to

them. As well, teachers read to preschoolers every day.

Ms. Leschiutta Rothwell said that some of the kindergarten pupils are reading themselves. She conceded,
however, that many preschoolers focus on the illustrations. “We are laying the foundations. So yes, we may not
see a lot of kids reading or printing letters, but it is all part of the foundation of that growth and that
development.”



Instead of simply reading a book to preschoolers, Prof. Evans suggested that parents also point to letters in the
book. A previous study she conducted found that parents who read with their children, instead of to them, sped
up development of reading skills later on in school.
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