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How to Build a Reader 

We all know the importance of reading. We want our kids to be good readers and go on to later 

success in school and life. But how does the magic of reading happen? Is it something we can 

put upon children if we just buy the right computer program? Or workbook? It’s really simpler 

than that. In fact, it’s child’s play. 

First Play, Then Read 

As parents and teachers we are building readers as if building a house. First there is a foundation, 

then we add walls, windows and details that refine that house. But without the foundation, the 

house falls flat. If kids don’t have a fundamental foundation in play first, where they build the 

understanding of symbols and concepts they need to read, the house, as it were, falls down. 

Then, reading is hard, they don’t like it and they don’t want to do it.  

Reading skills start way before kindergarten or even preschool. When babies are born they listen 

to the voices of their mothers and fathers. Crying, they learn, brings someone to them. 

Communication works! Someone hears them and responds. Their voice matters. Babies 

recognize and turn to the sound of their mother’s voice over that of a stranger almost 

immediately. They must hear sounds and language before they begin to reproduce it. Eventually, 

they experiment with those familiar sounds and begin to coo and babble. Next, they put sounds 

together. Those sounds, low and behold, have meaning. “Mama” they learn, stands for that 

wonderful person that appears and meets their needs!   

As toddlers learn to talk and use language they explore the world around them. Playtime is full of 

movement and sensory activities that involve messy things like sand, water, dirt and paint. They 

learn what their bodies can do. They can make all kinds of things happen from bouncing a ball to 

combining dirt and water to make mud.  

This a wonderful time to have fun with language! Read to your child from very early on. Make it 

a part of daily routines. A great time to read is every day before nap and bedtime. As children 

grow, they will enjoy picking out the books they want to read with you. This lap time is precious.  

An added bonus to reading during these times is that it cues children in to the fact that it’s time to 

slow down, cuddle and get ready to rest. Reading stories that rhyme, doing finger plays like Itsy 

Bitsy Spider and singing songs are another great way to build language and vocabulary skills. 

There are assumptions we can make about most preschoolers (ages 3-5). Most Preschoolers 

know the names of favorite books or characters. They want to read the same books over and 

over. Some children are recognizing letters and numbers. They may even make up silly words or 

songs. Some preschoolers want to tell you what might happen next in a story. Some may want to 

write their name and maybe a word or two. They may want to ‘write’ their own book and 

illustrate it. The key word is ‘some.’ Children’s brains and skills grow at different rates and they 

may not all be ready to learn things at the same time. But all kids play. 



 

 

Build the Foundation Together: 

 --Read together: Have fun with reading! Use funny voices and accents; wave your arms, 

laugh with them! Ask questions about what they think might happen. Or what they would 

do if they were the character in the book. Point out silly words and words that rhyme. As 

children develop more vocabulary their sentences get longer and play gets more complex. 

They begin to engage in more symbolic play. A banana can be a banana or maybe a 

phone or a boat. A block can represent a car or a train. You can also build with it. This 

flexibility in thinking is necessary for future reading and math skills. 

 --As you are driving around the neighborhood, point out symbols, signs and print in your 

community. Can they recognize the Target or McDonalds’s sign? Let them know that 

Target starts with ‘T’ just like ‘Tommy.’ Make the ‘t’ sound together. Show your child 

how you make lists on paper or on your phone and you are showing them the importance 

of text and the written word.  Words are everywhere in the world! Talk about the print on 

a cereal box and what it means and you are teaching children that reading has a purpose 

and is important to you. 

 --As they begin to be more interested in letters you can play “I Spy’ on a drive or a walk 

in the neighborhood. Ask them if they can find letter ‘S’ anywhere. Make it fun without 

pushing. If they are not ready for letters, then try finding shapes/colors first. These are the 

building blocks of letters. It’s most important for them to feel successful so it’s best to 

start where they are ready. 

 --Play with letters: Your child can copy their printed name using stamps, blocks, stickers 

or letter magnets. They are learning to match and recognize letters in the alphabet in a 

way they can control. Preschoolers can practice making letters with their finger or a stick 

in sand at the park or in a tray of flour. Roll letters out together using play dough or clay. 

Finger paint letters! Try not to worry if they write letters backwards at first. They are 

learning to communicate in writing and this is part of the process. 

 --Letter Sounds: As they recognize letters, point out the sound it makes. Ask them to 

think of another word that makes that sound. Play a game with a ball. Sit on the floor and 

roll a ball back and forth as you sing a song like Hickety Tickety Bumble Bee, Won’t you 

say a letter for me? Roll the ball to your child and say “f-f-fish.” The child catches the 

ball and then would say “fish starts with f!”  

 --Provide opportunities for dramatic play where children can practice and play with 

letters and numbers. If they play restaurant, bakery, beauty shop or ice cream store they 

can make up their own menus, lists and prices. Provide a cash register or help them cut 

out and make ‘money’ for their customers to buy the items they want. Count out the 

‘dollars’ and write the prices on items. If they play ‘house’ they can write grocery lists.  

 ---Construction play: Combining different sized and colored blocks with animals, cars, 

people etc. is a great way to work on sorting, matching and discrimination skills. 

Children must learn to discriminate between sizes, colors and shapes before they can 



differentiate between sounds, letters and numbers. They can sort blocks by color or size 

and discover how to group objects in different ways, just as they must learn different 

combinations of letters make different words.  

 ---Get books that interest your child. Fiction stories are great but nonfiction also hold 

much wonder for this age group. Preschoolers are fascinated with subjects like bugs, 

dinosaurs, weather, dogs, snakes, cars and trucks.  

 

The Secret Ingredient 

Parents and teachers have an important role in a child’s play. We are their guides, supporters and 

cheerleaders. If we provide play opportunities, help them organize their play scenarios and offer 

strategies to help them problem-solve differences, we are reinforcing that play is important. 

Offer them the props and tools to use. Encourage kids to make their own play materials with a 

few simple things like crayons, scissors, paper, old boxes, paper plates, etc. Give them a space 

they can call their own to play in. Be ready to help them expand on their play ideas by asking a 

question or introducing a new prop or idea. Encouraging without directing is what helps children 

learn to expand on their own play ideas.  

Children at play aren’t aware of how much they are learning or how the foundations to reading 

are being built. But built they are. Every day. As they reason, sort, match, pretend and draw they 

are absorbing those skills. This process is similar to parents building their child’s health by 

sneaking broccoli or spinach into a pot of spaghetti sauce. Your child eats it because it’s good, 

none the wiser that they are ingesting nutritious green vegetables. Play is like that too. It’s a 

secret ingredient to reading. 

 


