


Book Description


Reading to children from an early age has proven benefits. It improves their cognitive skills and jumpstarts the process of cognitive development, which is the emergence of the ability to understand and think. It helps children to remember, problem-solve, and make decisions throughout their lives. Cognitive development allows them to perceive the world around them with a deeper comprehension and processing. It also boosts intelligence and helps them excel in academics when they start school.


Reading to young children is therefore considered a constructive activity. It builds good reasoning skills, language development, memory, and attention span. When parents read to their children aloud, it helps them make sense of the world they live in and of everything they see, hear, and say.


Many educators postulate that it isn’t just the act of reading that makes a difference but also how the parent and the child can enjoy an activity and spend some quality time together. With stories, there is always an opportunity to start an important conversation about good and bad, right and wrong, emotions, and experiences. Children can grasp core messages and adapt good and healthy habits. Reading daily to children from infancy helps with language acquisition, too. It builds strong communication and social skills in children.


Therefore, in this guide, Frank offers parents valuable insights on how and what to read to children. He tackles many important and commonly asked questions by parents such as how to pick the right books for young children, how to engage them into reading, how to balance technology and print, etc.
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Introduction


“The more that you read, the more things you will know. The more that you learn, the more places you’ll go.”


~Dr. Seuss


If you search for “how to increase intelligence” on Google, you will come across many ideas, from eating lots of turmeric to taking fish oil supplements daily. Some articles boast about how enrolling in a new language course is the way to do it, while others would stick with the old guns, promoting mind-stimulating activities like solving puzzles, doing crosswords, or learning a new musical instrument. Sure, they all help and promise an improvement, but why go through all of it when the answer is as simple as reading?


There is no better way to improve cognitive functioning than by reading. It is the best brain exercise there is and also the cheapest. Reading, whether fiction or nonfiction, has the power to relieve stress, build vocabulary, and improve comprehension and memory. Reading promises the same benefits as exercise provides to the body. It sharpens the brain and keeps it active and young.


Countless studies endorse the idea that reading is a great habit to develop among children. Books give children new worlds to think about. They spark creativity. They stimulate the imagination. They reveal to children the many secrets about the world, various cultures, and the people that practice them.


As parents and mentors, we are in an excellent position to ensure that reading books become a part of our child’s daily routine. Diving into a good book opens gateways to new information and knowledge. This is an ideal way to build vocabulary and comprehension skills in children. Readers have been known to score better in general tests than non-readers.


Furthermore, early reading skills promise higher intelligence in adulthood. This was scientifically explored by researchers from the University of Edinburgh and King’s College London (Ritchie et al., 2014). In the experiment, the results of reading and intelligence of 1890 pairs of identical twins, part of the Twins Early Development Study, were compared. These tests were taken by identical twins at the ages of seven, nine, ten, twelve, and sixteen.


The reason for using genetic twins was to eliminate any differences that might affect the results and findings. Since the twins were brought up in the same family environments, it allowed researchers to gain a better insight into their lives and learning abilities. There were, however, some limitations, like one of the twins receiving an inspiring friend that loved to read or a teacher that made them fall in love with the magic of reading.


After the comparisons were made, the researchers found that the twin with better early reading ability would go on to achieve better grades at school as well as do better in other intelligence tests too. This was a significant and astonishing conclusion, as it proved that reading did improve intelligence—both verbal and non-verbal.


But that’s not all. Another study found that children aged eight to ten who loved to read or had the habit of reading from an early age had more white matter in their brain than those who didn’t read or liked reading (“Carnegie Mellon scientists discover first evidence of brain rewiring in children,” 2020). The increase in white matter in the brain improves system-wide communication. When communication between the brain and the body improves, information is processed at a quicker rate. Signal transmission increased efficiently, and the experiment revealed that the children could read better.


These studies prove that if there is an easy and promising way to develop intelligence, it is by developing the habit of reading among children. In this guide, we are going to further explore this and see how reading changes the brain, how to pick the right books for your children, when you should start reading to infants, and how parents can instill good reading habits in this time when technology seems to have taken over.


Hopefully, by reading this, you will be able to raise adults who love to read and make time for it despite their busy schedules. They will experience the joy that reading brings and learn how it enriches the soul and the mind with positivity and hope—something we can all use a little bit of.


Chapter 1: Why Read?


Infants and children are like sponges. They soak up practically everything that they see around them. They learn through experiences. They learn from their parents and siblings and other children they play with. They pick up similar habits. From sleeping in the same posture to chewing like their father, some are genetically transferred. As for habits like reading, travel, and organization—they are the ones they pick from us.


When we read to babies and children, or with them, their mind is at work. Every word they hear and the lessons and messages are taken in. A story, whether it is about a young boy lost in the woods calling on his parents or about a young girl trying to find her place in a new world and culture, helps them visualize the struggles and sense the emotions others experience. They take in those lessons and meaningful messages to their heart. They emulate the same actions as their favorite character.


If their character has the habit of praying before bedtime, they start doing the same. If their favorite superhero wears a cape, they want one too. If their favorite protagonist is out fighting crime, they speak up for those who can’t fend for themselves.


That is the power of a good book. It changes us for the better. It isn’t always about how it expands one’s knowledge; it is about how it makes us feel at the end of the day and what positive changes it brings to our thoughts.


Reading to your child, at any age, is as exciting as this. Moreover, it is beneficial for their brain development as well. In this chapter, we will look at some of the most important and pivotal advantages of why parents should instill good reading habits in young children.


Let’s Talk Benefits


Speaking of the benefits, the first is improved literacy skills. No matter how basic or complex, a book improves your child’s literacy skills. They may not grasp every word or message, but they can enjoy and experience how it feels to read. The joy that comes from hearing a good story will motivate them to read by themselves. This joy also allows them to fully embrace the message and analyze what’s being said instead of simply turning pages from left to right.


Reading to infants, meanwhile, can help them with stimulating the part of the brain that processes language acquisition. Being exposed to new words and emotions also improves a child’s vocabulary and emotional intelligence. They may come across an emotion or word that they haven’t experienced, and it can be an enlightening event and serve as a great conversation starter. For example, your child may not be familiar with the word “rude” and question you about it. You can teach them what it means and how to respond when one invokes it.


Reading can guarantee some excellent bonding time between you and your child where you explore new worlds and words together. Reading is a great opportunity for you to connect. You can read to them in bed, go book shopping together, or get a library card so that you can borrow books for your child from the nearest public library. One study confirms that reading to your child every night makes them feel secure (Duursma et al., 2008).


With a book, you can make your child understand various concepts like climate change, political war, violence, media bias, and many such topics and why it’s important to know about them. If your children are too young for this, you can begin with the simpler things like improving their general knowledge about the world. For example, you can get encyclopedias, a book about the flags of the world, a book that lists continents, countries, and capitals, etc. All this will help them when they start school.


As explained before, reading can help young children express themselves better using a wide range of words and emotions. This will come in handy when they start socially interacting with children their age and validate their emotions and feelings as well. When you read a story to your child, it consists of various characters, some of which are good and bad. Children have a natural inclination to admire the character doing good. This proves that they are empathetic by nature.


As they grow older, this empathy can take a back seat as they start to assess all things rationally. Empathy, in today’s world, is a gift. People who are blessed with a kind heart and pure soul are the most cherished. Then, the cause and effect relationship in stories develops their analytical skills too. They become more curious about why someone does something and what consequences they have to pay. This makes them feel responsible for their actions and words.


When you read to your child, you allow them to immerse themselves in different worlds, meet new people, and learn about their culture and traditions. They can learn about some unique festivals celebrated around the globe and their significance. They can learn about the stories of people who changed the world for the better and become inspired. They can learn about the struggles and hardships of several tribes, groups, and ethnicities and develop a soft spot for them. A good book has the power to take them to a town, city, or country without actually traveling.


Hearing you read a story also involves listening. The more attentive they are, the more they will understand. Imagine reading to them every night. Their listening and comprehension skills will improve every time. According to experts, listening comes before reading. Meaning, if a child can listen, they can learn to read too (Wolf et al., 2018).


Reading also improves concentration and attentiveness (Castro, 2015). Children who can remain engaged in a story for long periods have a less difficult time sitting still in school and remain focused on the coursework. Improved concentration also means that they will encode new information better than others who are easily distracted.


Since reading is an immersive activity, it can lead to higher levels of creativity and imagination. When a child reads a book about a distinguished character, they can create a mental picture of them based on the description, personality, and traits. They can visualize the environment and settings and predict what’s going to happen next.


All of this might seem like a normal thing, but just for a second, look at what’s happening. It all begins in the mind, where the child starts to picture a character. Then, based on their actions and traits, they can predict the next step the character will take. If that isn’t quick learning, then what is?


A book opens so many doors for creativity. The power of imagination can lead to greater creativity and help young minds use most of their brain to do things using out-of-the-box methodologies.


A child’s critical thinking skills are also nurtured when parents read to them from an early age. Scientists believe that when children read, it activates several areas in their brain connected to visual imagery and language comprehension. These skills are highly valued when the children start kindergarten because they feel more ready to read (High, 2014).


Speaking of academic success, other studies suggest that the more words a child learns, the stronger their language skills will be. The more prepared they are to read, the better they will read. The same study goes on to reveal that readers are more likely to graduate from high school than non-readers. Students who are exposed to reading before school are more likely to do well in formal education settings (Allen & Kelly, 2015). Researchers at the University of Michigan highlighted these five essential reading skills for their healthy academic development.






	Phonics: Knowing how to connect the letters of written words with their sound.


	Phonemic Awareness: Knowing how to identify, ear, and play with different sounds in spoken language.


	Reading Comprehension: Knowing how to understand the meaning of what’s being read.


	Vocabulary: Knowing a vast range of words to express themselves and communicate effectively.


	Fluency: Knowing how to read the text quickly and accurately.









These skills, along with thinking and analytical skills, help children excel in their academics and have a broader perspective about life.


Books also offer children an opportunity to read about real-life situations in a way that’s understandable and relatable. Children love reading books that feature characters of the same age. They get inspired by their lives, their will to do good, and actions that result in the welfare of others. Such stories model discipline and mannerism in children. It also prepares them to deal with something uncertain on their own because they think they have it in them to face it. Why? It is because their favorite character did so in the story. Therefore, it is ideal to read to children stories about the first day of school, moving houses, going to a dentist, or getting a flu shot, as it mentally prepares them for those circumstances.


Finally, they can also learn how to cope with situations that appear stressful or difficult, like a medical emergency at home. If a child knows that they need to call 911 right away, they can help the injured get medical assistance promptly. Similarly, if they are going through a particularly difficult time like the loss of a loved one or separation between parents, reading to them stories about similar cases can help them cope with the situation in a better, more composed manner.


Differences Between a Reader and a Non-Reader


A lot of parents debate that these are all skills that a child can pick up on their own as they start school. They can develop empathy by forming social ties, learning about different cultures through movies and coursework, discovering new places by traveling and going on vacations, and picking up critical thinking and problem-solving skills when they study for tests.


It may seem as simple as that, but the answer to this is actually rather complex. To put it simply, think of it as a world divided between readers and non-readers. The difference between these two mindsets is unbridgeable, and no other activity can replace the need for reading.


For example, readers are absorbers; non-readers aren’t. Readers know how to use the knowledge they have been blessed with. They know what to make of it. They can dissect and comprehend it better thanks to their creativity and imagination. Non-readers are simply broadcasters. When provided with new knowledge, they don’t know what to make of it. They simply pass it on without gaining anything new from it.


Readers know their stuff. Non-readers run on empty. Readers are fully committed to the art of reading: Whether it’s a particular author or genre that they enjoy reading, they are into it a hundred percent. Non-readers, sadly, are unable to form such an intimate and important connection with any book. They will read it for the sake of reading and close it once they are done. If anything, they will miss out on the entire message that the book or the author is trying to give, masked in their words and writing style.


This enables readers to develop a curiosity about the world around them too. They can see and feel things that aren’t there. They can pick up on non-verbal gestures and body language. They can sense what someone is going through by reading their face. They can offer more sensible advice, backed by valid justification and facts. Non-readers can’t. They don’t have that curiosity in them to know what’s happening around them. They are self-absorbed. Readers, on the other hand, are obsessed with the world beyond them.


Readers are also happier than non-readers, according to a study by SuperSummary. It is an online resource that offers in-depth study guides for interested people. After conducting a survey, the resource confirmed that readers are more satisfied with their lives than people who don’t identify themselves as readers (“Are readers more successful?” 2021).


Readers also have more white brain matter than non-readers. Researchers at Stanford University found that reading for pleasure increases blood flow for different regions of the brain, simultaneously exercising multiple complex cognitive functions (Phillips, 2012).


Readers can focus on the backstory. This is due to increased empathy and compassion for others. Readers don’t just hear what others tell them; they also hear what they can’t or don’t. Unlike non-readers, readers don’t make snap judgments. Since readers have been exposed to various worlds and people in books, read about their actions and what caused them, they understand that every action has a backstory and complicated context to it. This is also another reason why readers appear so patient and understanding. They can relate to you by being in your shoes.


Chapter 2: Age-Appropriate Reading


Since reading to kids is both a pleasurable and promising activity, a lot of parents question when the right time to begin reading to kids is and, more importantly, what they should read. Infancy seems like an age too young. “All babies do is eat, sleep, and repeat.” But this isn’t the case. They hear too. They listen. They see things and remember your voice. They become fonder of you, your voice, your love, and your touch. They learn to become attentive. They learn how to pick up different tones of voice. They observe the many gestures you do with your hands, even though they don’t understand most of them.


Then, as they begin to grow, their interactions with you become stronger and more devoted. Reading doesn’t only remain a time to hear a new story; it becomes a time to bond and spend some quality time together. Their habits start to form. You notice them trying to imitate what you read by picking up a book and casually scrolling through the pages. You notice that they begin to identify different characters like a cat or dog. All these things happen because you decided to read. Your children develop a passion for reading because you read to them from the start. They love books because one of their earliest memories involves you holding one in your hands.


Then again, what to read, how to pick the right books, and determining if your child can understand what is being read to them and remember are questions that come to mind. In this chapter, let us take that worry off your shoulders and present you with a step-by-step, age-appropriate guide to commence reading to your young ones with confidence.


Age-Appropriate Reading Manual for Parents


The birth of a child is one of the most precious moments, especially for first-time parents. You may think that you are all prepped to take care of the little one, but things start to get tricky when they won’t take food, spend all night crying, and want to be carried in the arms all day long. With parents being so tired and drained all the time, reading to the little one is the last thing on their mind. Reading to them when they are nearly asleep is a great way to start. You can gradually make more time when they are fully awake, well-fed, and in the mood for some play time.


Infants Under One


Infants from birth to three months have blurred vision. It is still developing. Picking books with bigger text or high-contrast pictures is a good way to start. You can also invest in books that are interactive such as the ones that come with puppets, peepholes, or mirrors. The idea is to keep their mind and hands engaged so their gross and motor skills can also improve. Again, though, the idea is to read to them. You can also do so from a magazine. They may not comprehend, but that isn’t the point. It is the activity and routine that matter. It is hearing your voice that counts. It is seeing you hold a book or a magazine that makes the difference.


By the time children enter the second half of their first year, they begin to grasp simple words like ‘yes,’ ‘no,’ ‘mommy,’ ‘daddy,’ etc. These are usually the ones that they hear their parents say the most. At this age, books with a single object per page are a great way to engage them in reading. It can be a book of alphabets, animals, fruits, or numbers. This promotes verbal recognition as well.


When the child repeatedly hears you say a word while looking at a particular object, they begin to form an association. You can also say something and then ask a child to point at what you have said to see if they can make the connection between the word and the object. To further enhance comprehension, you can use your hands, facial expressions, and tone to act out things. For example, if you are saying the word ‘lion,’ you can put your hands right next to your face, form your palm in the shape of a claw, and roar like a lion.


Babies Under Two


Babies under the age of two are more receptive to your commands and responses. They are at a stage where they can easily identify various objects in a book, if not verbalize them. They are more drawn to your actions than your voice now, so the more you act out, the better. You can read them a story with several characters in different voices. It will be both funny and engaging. For example, you can read to them the story about Goldilocks and the Three Bears and give each bear a different tone of voice. Sooner or later, they will begin to mimic your tone and reply.


Also, if you are reading them a storybook, you can always ask them what will happen next, given that they have heard the story many times. You can also engage in active learning where you ask them to point at stuff in the house. Like, “where’s daddy,” “where’s doggie,” “where’s the door,” etc.


At this age, you can also expand their exposure by showing them pictures of things they don’t normally see every day. Most children start to speak by the time they are two, so you will have ample opportunities to ask them questions about a book you read to them. If they answer back, you can boost their vocabulary by repeating the same answer but adding more specifics. For instance, if the toddler can identify a car just by looking at a picture, you can say, “Very good. It’s a red car!”


By the time your child turns two, reading will start to reassure and calm them. The routine itself will make them joyous. If they show interest in a particular story or book, don’t hesitate to read it to them again and again. Experts believe that it allows children to make sense of what’s happening as well as remember the words.


At this stage, you should also read them books about simple experiences like going to the park, walking the dog, taking a bath, etc.


When children request to read one story over and over again, probe them to tell you what’s going to happen next. Let them speak and see their level of understanding. This should help you pick your next set of books for them.


Toddlers Under Three


By the time they turn three, they can begin to read and explore books without supervision. They may need some assistance but will do most of the work themselves. They may also show an inclination toward books with more words and longer sentences. You can start to read these to them at bedtime. They should be able to retell you a familiar story. The more details they have memorized, the better.


This is the time when you start to shift their attention from just storybook reading to academic reading where you introduce to them the alphabet song with cues and prompts. You can sing it together. If they are interested in writing with chalk or with a pencil, encourage them to write the first letter of their name or at least recognize what it is and what it sounds like.


Some parents have a difficult time, as the child seems more interested in drawing pictures than writing, but that’s all right. Writing is something they can learn and master at school too. If they like to draw pictures, let them draw and color.


At this supple age, your child starts to graduate to real stories where a character tries to fix something or take on a simple quest. The story usually ends on a happy note. Such books mostly have 5–10 sentences in total and about the same number of illustrations. If you are intending to pique interest in nonfiction books, now is the time to begin. At this age, young children pick up new things fast. They love to explore and learn about different worlds, inspiring readers, and various cultures is a great way to keep them engaged.


If books have multiple pictures on a page, followed by some text, ask your child to point out what you are reading about. For example, if the book is about the many sounds animals make and in front of them are three animals (a dog, cat, and cow), inquire whose sound you are making by asking them to point at the picture.


Finally, every time you come across a new word, ask your child if they can guess what it means. If not, try to use it in an example and see if they catch on. If not, provide them with the answer, but in a way that they would remember. For example, if the word is ‘drizzling’, tell them that the word means light rain, the kind that happened a week ago when their dog enjoyed getting wet in the garden.


Toddlers Four and Five


By the time they turn four, you can begin to focus on feelings and emotions. Children have a hard time understanding their inner stress and worry. Therefore, whenever you come across a situation in a story where the main character feels fear, sadness, or anger, stop and take a moment to explain it to them. Discuss these moments in-depth with them so that they can comprehend them better when they come face to face with them. For example, they know that what they are feeling is anger when another child takes their toy for playing. They know that they feel fear when mommy turns off the light in their room. Discussing these times can help them overcome these emotions and cope with them in healthy ways.


At this stage, children also learn to recognize the signs and labels they see around them. They can tell what the traffic light means. They can identify words that rhyme together. They can easily recall and voice alphabets and identify the letter in their name.


They also graduate from stories with simple plots to multiple-layered stories and secondary plots where more than one event is explained. Despite this complexity, your child should be able to recall these events in the order that they happened. They also know that words are read from left to right and top to bottom.


Children Five and Beyond


By this time, you should have a fully-responsible child in charge of their reading material. Children this age can memorize not just stories but also jokes, rhymes, and poems. They can easily match spoken words with written words when they see them and even spell some basic words correctly. They can write their name correctly, know numbers from 0 to 100, and can come up with imaginative predictions as to what will happen in a story next. If they love to read storybooks, they may even come up with one on their own.


They can read simple books with more than ten sentences. The shorter the sentences, the better. By this age, you don’t need to sit and supervise their reading, as they can do it themselves and understand concrete definitions of most of the words in their favorite storybook.


If encouraged, they can also use a word in sentences, recall details, and identify characters in a storybook based on their actions and personality. For example, they can tell apart a grumpy old man from a young and enthusiastic child by the way they walk or talk. They can also arrange story events in a sequence.


Picking Age-Appropriate Books for My Child


As children grow older, they need to move from simple, easy-to-read picture books to ones with multi-layered stories and events. There are hundreds of books that come recommended for a particular age, but since not all children have the same reading ability and may have their unique struggles to work on, how can parents find that perfect fit for them: The kind of book that sits just right with how much they can read, vocabulary set, interest, and engagement, etc.?


Ideally, the right book should be at a child’s instructional level. An instructional level determines how much your child can read before they start to become frustrated or distracted. Otherwise the children stop growing as a reader because the activity is no longer fun.


So, the first tip to pick the right book for your child is to choose one that is at their reading level. The goal is the improvement of their literacy and vocabulary skills. However, the book should also pique interest and remain engaging. Books that start with complex plots, too many characters, or a vague and unnecessary description can come off as challenging. They may distract and discourage the young reader from reading. In the same vein, books that are too easy will not give your child any room for further growth either.


Secondly, let your child pick their books. Not only is it a habit you want to nurture in them, but it also leaves children with a sense of independence and accountability. When they are told to pick a book of their choice, they feel like they have been given a Herculean task. They don’t just have to pick a book; they have to present a case as to why they think it is the best book for them. That means that they have to critically think of the reasons to justify their choice.


Perform a five-finger vocabulary test. When at a library or bookshop, ask your child to read from a book that you have picked for them. Before reading, ask them to hold up five fingers of one hand. Put down one finger every time they come across a word that is too complex to read or understand. If they only put one or two fingers down, it means that they will be able to read the book with some assistance from you. If they put down all their fingers, it means that the book is too hard for them. This is an easy way to determine their level of reading and comprehension.


A similar test is the comprehension check test, where you ask your child to read a small paragraph and then explain to you what happened. If they can explain the story easily, it means that they fully grasp what’s happening. If they have a difficult time explaining the concept, you might want to try another, easier book.


There is another strategy you can use, called the PICK strategy.


PICK is a mnemonic to help young children choose the right book for themselves.





	P represents purpose. Children should ask themselves why they want to read this book.


	I represent their interest. Why does the book interest them?


	C represents comprehension. Can they read the book on their own without assistance?


	K represents knowledge. Children should know if they can use most of the words in the book by themselves in their daily lives or not.









Allowing children to sort through each book in this manner is an excellent way to help them come up with a genuine, intelligence-based decision.


Finally, if you want to be sure about the book you are picking for your child, turn to reviews and rate the book on the internet. Chances are good that there are many people like yourself, eager to help other parents with their book research. Online reviews can give you a better idea of what to expect from the book and at what age you should allow your child to read it.


Chapter 3: How Reading Changes the Brain?


Reading is an excellent mental stimulation for young children and adults alike. According to one study, reading prevents memory decline and protects against conditions like Alzheimer’s and dementia (Wilson et al., 2013). As we grow older, memory decline is a natural process. However, in the experiment, it was noticed that readers experienced that decline at a slower pace than non-readers. The authors of the research also claim that reading helps the brain stay healthy and functional for longer, given that reading becomes a daily activity.


Research at Northcentral University indicated similar conclusions. The lead author, Dr. Wade Fish, reported that participants who read have a slower rate of memory deterioration (“Reading improves memory, concentration, and stress,” 2016). They are better at recalling things and remembering intimate details. He also believes that when one enjoys reading about their interests, it builds appreciation toward life and the world. It becomes an out-of-this-world experience and offers readers an escape from the negative cycle of their thoughts.


Scientists at the University of California believe that the act of reading does more than just help heighten overall brain functioning. It also lowers the beta-amyloid levels in the brain, a protein found mostly in Alzheimer’s patients (Jagust, 2015). Reading has also been linked to mental flexibility and open-mindedness, creating situations where the reader makes rational decisions based on all sides of the stories (O’Sullivan et al., 2015).


All these studies confirm that brain functioning improves drastically when one develops the habit of reading, but what goes on in the brain when you begin to read? What happens when you give children a book to read or read to them? How does their brain process the information? What sort of pleasure do they experience when they hear their favorite stories? How does the ending make them react?


All these are questions that intrigued several scientists, and it wasn’t long before some of them went in and performed an experiment.


What Goes on in the Mind When a Child Reads?


A newly published study by Dr. John Hutton offers some valuable insights as to what happens inside the brain of young ones when they read or are read to. He calls it the Goldilocks effect. He believes that there are different kinds of storytelling—some too hot, too cold, and some just right. Hutton is an avid reader himself and obsessed with the concept of emergent literacy: the process of learning to read.


In the study, he gathered twenty-seven four-year-olds and had their brains scanned by an fMRI machine. While their brains were being scanned, the children presented stories in three different formats. The first was audio-only, the second illustrated pages with an audio voiceover, and the third an animated cartoon. As the little ones heard those stories, the machine captured any form of activation within the brain networks and their connectivity. They already had an idea of what brain networks would be influenced by the story. One was language, the second was visual perception, and third was visual imagery. To their surprise, though, there was another default mode network he calls the seat of the soul. It was internal reflection. Children, while hearing those stories, tried to connect with the story and question how it mattered to them.


The default mode network included regions of the brain which are generally active when we aren’t actively focusing on a designated mental task. Here’s what he found:


In the first story format where the children only heard the audio, the condition was too cold. Although language networks were activated, there was little to no connectivity overall. In short, the children seem to have a difficult time trying to understand.


In the third format, animation format, there was a lot of activity between the visual and auditory perception networks but little connectivity among the other brain networks. The animation was doing most of the work for the children. They seemed to be expending all their energy on trying to figure out what it means. In this format, their comprehension of the story was the worst.


In the illustration plus voiceover formation, it felt just right. When children could see the illustrations, their language-network activity slowed down a bit. They were no longer paying attention to just the words. Their understanding and comprehension of the story were aided by the illustrations that followed.


With animation, it felt like the entire story was dumped on them and they had little time to do the math. With animation plus audio, the brain’s most important regions showed the greatest connectivity and activation.


This suggests that when we read to our children from an illustrated book, we allow them to develop their brain muscles and bring those images to life in their heads.
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