
Chapter 1

The Wonder and Power 
of Reading

In This Chapter
� Taking a look at the reading process and when to do it

� Meeting letters, words, and the weird stuff

� Reading as a family affair

� Getting help

Not long ago, I lived in a house nestled in a quiet wooded hillside.
Sometimes, I sat in the garden soaking up the great outdoors, but more

often, I’d be gathering the clothes and kitchen implements my children had
sneaked outside. My children lived in a fantasy world of wizards and spells
inspired by the children’s books they read every night. They found all sorts
of unlikely capes and wands to help them enact their parts. As I gathered
their broomsticks and bowls of potion, I often felt guilty. The man next door,
retired with grown children of his own, liked to head outside, too; quietly,
with coffee and newspapers. My kids’ tremendous hullabaloo must shatter
his peace, I thought. One day, my neighbor stood on his verandah and saw
me. He beckoned me over. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you,” he said. “I call
your girls the princesses. They play such fantastic games! I love listening to
them. They’re so spirited and imaginative, you should be very proud.” Yes,
exactly, I thought! What a discerning neighbor! What fine kids! What a mom!

Reading is wonderful and powerful. It can turn little girls into princesses and
back gardens into enchanted forests. When your child can read, he gets to
experience and work through all sorts of situations, fantastic or real. He can
live other lives and go to other places. He gets a broader view of life. And, as
if this broad perspective weren’t enough to convince you of the importance
of teaching your child to read, there’s the more mundane, but no less impor-
tant, truth that good readers get better jobs.
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Understanding the Process
Here’s where it all starts! I’m about to plunge you into the world of sounding-
out, sight words, suffixes, and much more. You get masses of information and
advice, but it’s going to be fun. This chapter gives you a quick overview of
everything that’s coming up. Here, I squash this whole book down into a few
pages, leaving out whopping chunks so that you have to read the rest of the
book!

You’re a good reader. You’re reading this book, so you must be. You probably
don’t remember when or how you started to read. It was all so long ago and,
as far as you know, it just happened. Well, that’s where my vantage point
comes in handy for you. I know that reading didn’t just happen for you, at all.
Even though I wasn’t there, I know that you put together a whole collection of
skills to reach that final end:

� You got the hang of sounding words out.

� You learned some words so well that you knew them by sight.

� When you looked through books, you used a lot of contextual cues to fill
any gaps you had.

� You stuck with books because you were a successful reader and had fun
reading.

So, now I’ve told you a bit of your life history. And better still, you’re more
ready to help your child learn to read than you were a couple of minutes ago.
How’s that? Well, now you know that to be a reader, your child has to acquire
some reading skills and have fun doing it.

A lightning tour of sounding out
Sounding out is the backbone of reading. You can sound out most text, so 
children have to learn how. You may think that sounding out (called phonics
in schools) starts with “a is for apple,” but that’s not strictly true. In school,
children are taught that “a is for apple,” but before that, and largely at home,
you’ve already started your child on phonemic learning. At home, when you
sing songs and chant rhymes and poems, you’re building phonemic awareness.
You’re showing your child that words and sentences are made of different
sounds, and you’re helping her hear those sounds. And that awareness is the
most important precursor to reading. When your child identifies the small
sounds in words and sentences, she’s wired up to attach those sounds to let-
ters later on. Great, isn’t it? All this time, when you’ve been talking, singing,
and rhyming, you’ve been your child’s first, and perhaps most important,
reading teacher.

10 Part I: Preparing Your Child for the Road Ahead 
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