
174- Reading for Joy and Learning: Simple, Effective Ways to Help 
Your Child Become a Lifelong Reader 

 Welcome to Mom Enough. 

With your co-hosts Developmental Psychologist Dr. Marti Erickson and Erin Erickson, maternal 
child health specialist; brought to you through a partnership with the Minnesota Department of 
Education and Working Family Resource Center. Content copyrighted by Marti and Erin 
Erickson. All rights reserved. 

 Here's my grandma Marti; and here's Erin my mom enough. 

 [music] 

Erin Erickson: Welcome to Mom Enough. I'm Erin here with my mom, Marti; and we're going to 
talk about family literacy with our guest, Laura Hansen, who's a licensed reading teacher and 
has been a public educator for the past 15 years. Laura has taught students in grades one 
through eight and is committed to helping children learn to read and to see reading as 
meaningful and enjoyable part of their lives. Laura and her husband have two elementary-aged 
children; and they enjoy camping, traveling, playing, and, of course, reading together. So we're 
very happy you could come and talk to us about this important issue. And I know in our family 
we all have a love of reading and I -- as a mother it is my hope that my children will someday 
too have a great love for reading. 

Marti Erickson: And I share that. So thank you, Laura, for joining us. And I just want to say we 
heard such good things about you from someone in our family who heard you speak. And so I 
was very excited that you could -- could join us today; and I love the materials that I've seen that 
you've developed too, that really are just so practical I think to help us parents and, in my case 
now, a grandmother, know how to really nurture the love of reading and -- and help to reinforce 
and build the reading skills for our children. Let's start out by talking about reading aloud to 
children, and this is one of our favorite activities. But why is it so important to read aloud with 
children and -- and why is it important to start that at a very early age, long before children can 
even really begin to learn to read independently. 

Laura Hansen: Reading out loud, is sharing the love of read and the gift of reading with our 
children; and it's something that we can do with our children from the time they're born until -- 
hopefully until they leave and go to college and beyond. But, you know, if you think back to 
reading with your children or grandchildren, as soon as you knew that you were going to be 
welcoming a child into your life, you probably had an idea of a book or story that had been read 
to you that made you smile and you couldn't wait to share that. And when we share by reading 
out loud with our children, we're sharing some very important things. And the first thing is, is that 
we're sharing language. Our babies as we hold them in our arms, they hear the rhythm and the 
cadence of the language. And so in that way, it really doesn't matter if you're bilingual or 
trilingual. It doesn't matter what language you're reading aloud to your child in, just -- that's 
helping your child internalize that language. And we're also building vocabulary because the 
language in books is going to be so much richer than language you're going to encounter 



anywhere else. Another thing that we're building is just that special time as we're snuggling a 
baby, when we've finally gotten a toddler to sit still, or we've got our, you know, our gangly first 
grader sitting next to us on the couch, that's our relaxing time. And if we can create that love of 
reading, our children will come back to that as they grow older; and reading will continue to be 
just that important special time in their day and hopefully in -- in everyday. And then the other 
thing that we accomplish is that we can teach other children a lot about empathy when we read 
out loud to them. You know, through experiences through a character in a book or the -- the 
story -- the plot that takes place, they can feel fear and in trepidation, excitement, all of those 
things within the security of our arms; and that's a great way for a child to understand the 
feelings of characters, other people, children, adults in the world around them. So just in reading 
out loud, we accomplish all those things. 

Marti Erickson: It's so much fun; and here you all are doing those wonderful things to really 
nurture that in your children. That's great. Well, so what are some things that I could add as a 
parent to my reading aloud to make it a more enriching experience for my kids? 

Laura Hansen: So when I started to look into some research about that, I mean what are we 
accomplishing and what can we add, one of the first things that popped up was a statistic and it 
says that 90 percent of your child's attention when you read out loud is on the illustrations. And 
that didn't surprise me after, you know, reading to my own children and to school children. They 
love the illustrations. The piece that did surprise me is the other 10 percent is spent looking at 
your face. And that's how we teach our children emotion and empathy by reading out loud. But 
you've noticed that that leaves 0 percent for attending to the print on the page. So one of the 
first things that you can do is just think out loud as you read out loud to your child. Young 
children, if you ask them what good readers do, they'll say a couple things. They'll say that good 
readers read fast and that good readers read big books. They don't know all the things that go 
on in our heads. So what I try to do when I read to my own children is -- is just to speak out loud 
what's going on in my head. If I'm reading a dinosaur back to my son, I will say, Well, let's look 
in the table of contents and see if we really can find a chapter on brachiosaurus. Because the 
table of contents will tell us the page that we are going to start on and if it has a chapter on that. 
And as we're reading along on the brachiosaurus, I might say, Well, this caption tells us what's 
going on in the picture. Let's look in the -- the glossary and find out what that word means 
because that's new for me. So here I'm teaching the child print awareness and just all those 
pieces of the book. Another thing that we can do is, you know, just playing with language. When 
you read to your child, you have a wide variety of books that you probably read. You have those 
old favorites, and then you have the new ones that you got as gifts or checked out from the 
library; and so you know, if we think about our busy schedule -- especially if we're, you know, 
raising more than one child, you know you're driving here and there -- and so you can do 
reading activities to build your child's phonemic awareness even when you're not by a book. As 
you're driving along in the car, you can say, Gosh, there's a stop sign. It has "op" in it. Can we 
think of any other words that have "op"; and see if you can rhyme, you know, hop and stop and 
flop; and even if your child comes up with a made up word, as long as it has "op" in it, you know, 
you've rhymed. And maybe later that night you're reading "Hop on Pop" and then can you point 
out with your finger to your child, remember all those rhyming "op" words we talked about today, 
look at, one I found one in the book, "hop." Can you find another one. Maybe they're filed pop or 
you can point it out to them. But it's really drawing your child's attention to the print on the page. 
We also talk about words in books, again, because the language there is so rich. You know, as 



you read along it might say that the -- the little boy shuffled his feet or the girl sauntered into the 
classroom. And that's why I love Beverly Cleary, she has such rich vocabulary in her books. But 
I will just stop and say, Do you know what it means to saunter. And, you know, maybe my eight 
year old knows what it means, my five year old doesn't; though sometimes they can surprise 
you. And if they know, they -- I let them tell me and we move on; or I will give them a kid friendly 
definition: To walk with ease and confidence like you own the place. But what I've found is that 
as we're listening to books on tape or reading other books, we've built that habit. So now my 
children will interrupt me and say, Well, what does that mean. And so we can have that 
continued discussion about language and -- and the words in it. One of my favorite stories about 
that is when our son was younger, I was putting lotion on; and I said, Oh, your skin is smooth 
and supple. And we must have been reading about some animal that had supple skin that -- that 
day. And we went to the children's museum a couple weeks later, and he was touching the 
snake with his finger and -- and the gal there said, Well, how does that feel. And he said, Oh, it's 
smooth and supple. [laughter] That's great. 

Marti Erickson: So you've done your job well. 

Laura Hansen: In that instance, yes. 

Marti Erickson: And I just -- I love the fact that reading does open up another language. I mean, 
if you might, because we do speak differently than -- 

Laura Hansen: Yes. 

Marti Erickson: Than we write. And in today's world where kids are texting and doing all this kind 
of abbreviated writing or even, you know, instead of book reports, they might be doing a 
PowerPoint presentation, I think that is showing them the use of language. And -- and how rich 
language can be is -- is such a gift with reading. 

Laura Hansen: Absolutely. And it's interesting, you know, the English language is unique 
because it's -- it's a language of commerce. So it's meant to get things done quickly. So when 
you compare English to French or Italian or Spanish, you know, we say things in two words that 
they might take three sentences to say. But in reading poetry or stories, you'll have that -- that 
richer language. With -- with different styles and cadences that we don't have when we are just 
speaking. 

Marti Erickson: That's a really good point. And just so listeners know, you're hearing all of these 
good tips; but we will have written material on the website. You can link to that too. So you do 
not have to worry about catching every single tip and remembering it. Laura's just a treasure 
trove really of very practical ideas for nurturing your children's reading skills and their love of 
reading. Let's talk a little bit about picking appropriate books. And let's start with picking 
appropriate books to read aloud to a child. 

Laura Hansen: Well, the -- the most important thing is to have a variety of books that you read 
out loud. You know, when you have -- when you're reading to your babies, to have a variety of 
nursery rhymes, longer stories, touch and feel books, poetry, some nonfiction. And as they grow 
older, then, of course, you follow your child's interests. Right now my daughter is very interested 
in the fairy books; so she likes those little fairy chapter books read aloud to her. But I also blend 
in there, you know, a diet that's rich in other things. So, you know, I love the Betsy Tacy books 



by Maud Hart Lovelace. We do real fairytales, you know, written by different authors, to see how 
that language works differently, a variety of books that have some pictures. And being that she's 
five, she can have some picture books and then some chapter books that have less picture 
support. But it's real important to have that variety so that she's not always locked in on just 
reading the fairy books, that she has lots of books in her reading repertoire that she thinks of as 
good books and books that she enjoys reading and that she can identify with. One of the things 
that I teach children to do is the Five Finger Rule. So what a child does is I will have the child 
read out loud to me. And any time that the child comes to a word that's difficult or that the child 
had to stop and think about, I will have him or her just put out a finger. And assuming that it is a 
book, sort of like a Magic Treehouse book, those early chapter books that do have a fair amount 
of text on the page, every time the child comes to a word that's difficult, that they couldn't 
pronounce, they don't quite know what it means, they put up a finger. And when we get to five 
fingers -- we call it the Five Finger Rule -- that just means stop. What it means is that this is a 
challenge book. And I'm really careful to explain to children that we have just right books that we 
read on our own that our teacher's going to help us, you know, become better readers with, and 
we have challenge books that we're going to save until later. Now, maybe we read these books 
on our own in a couple months as our reading skills grow, maybe we take these home and this 
is a book for somebody to read out loud to us; but it's not going to be a just right book for us to 
read to ourselves as this time. And then if you're reading a book that has fewer words on a page 
then we do like scouts honor, just three fingers. Because the easiest way to tell if it's -- if it's a 
just right book for your child is to listen to your child read out loud. If it's relatively smooth and 
comfortable, then it's a perfect independent book. If it really takes work for your child to get 
through it, then that's a challenge book; and you should read it out loud or save it until later. 

Marti Erickson: Those are really good practical tips. 

Laura Hansen: You know, one of the biggest challenges that we have is in general we love to 
read fiction to our children; and we all have those stories that we think about that we love. But 
the majority of the reading that our children will do is nonfiction. So that's one thing that question 
-- one question that parents ask me often is well, how do I get more nonfiction into my child's 
life. And sometimes it's the reverse. If -- if you have a child that loves nonfiction, how do I get a 
little bit of fiction into their lives. 

That's right. Balance is good. 

Laura Hansen: Because I can't -- right. I can't read any more dinosaur books. So I like to look 
for natural pairings, like the Magic Treehouse is a very popular series; and they have very easy 
ties into nonfiction. So if you're, you know, reading mummies on Monday morning, when you go 
to the library, you can check out books on the pharaohs of Egypt or mummification or different 
things like that. Or if you're reading Mr. Popper's penguins, you can check out a book or the 
Antarctic or emperor penguins, but to make those kind of connections. And then again, as you -- 
you know, as you're reading those books to point out, you know, Mr. Popper's penguins is 
fiction. We're going to sit down and just enjoy it and read through. The book that we checked 
out on emperor penguins is nonfiction, so we're going to look through the table of contents and 
find out just some specific areas that we're going to read. We won't read the whole book. 

 



Marti Erickson: You know I was so impressed recently, Erin's little boy, who's in first grade, was 
talking with me about some books that we were getting ready to read. And he was asking which 
were fiction and which were nonfiction. And, you know, it just kind of surprised me that he was 
even thinking of that and knew the difference. And then he talked a little bit about, you know, 
what he likes about fiction and what he likes about nonfiction. 

Laura Hansen: Absolutely. 

Marti Erickson: I just thought that was really encouraging. 

Laura Hansen: Absolutely. And then we just, you know, are constantly having that dialogue 
about, gosh, when I read nonfiction, I'm usually learning new things. So I have to read more 
slowly and carefully because I'm -- I'm thinking about this, and I'm trying to remember it. 
Whereas when I'm reading fiction, you know, I'm -- I'm probably reading for more enjoyment and 
to relax. So I'm probably going to read a little more quickly. But just that ongoing dialogue about 
books with kids is very important. 

Marti Erickson: So once our kids are older and really reading independently, how do we help 
them to choose appropriate books and -- and I'm thinking about this in two ways: One, how do 
we support them in choosing books that are appropriate for their reading level; but also how do 
we make sure that the books they're reading are appropriate from a content standpoint as well? 

Laura Hansen: You know, this is a good thing as -- as a family to think about early on because it 
will happen at a certain point. That your child's reading level is higher than their maturity level. 
You know, my most recent one is, you know, like "The Hunger Games". A couple years ago The 
Hunger Game was all the rage. And of course, it's -- it's written for the -- the preteen, the teen 
audience; but especially if you have older brothers and sisters and you're in third grade, you 
can't wait to do that because you're -- you've been a reader of chapter books, and it's so fun to 
carry around the same book as your -- your older brother and sister. So the question is my child 
can read "The Hunger Games", but should she be reading it. So, you know, when my third 
graders raise their my hand and say, gosh, I'm going to order this from the book club, as a 
teacher, the message that I give them is that, you know, every family makes decisions about the 
books that they read and what they feel is appropriate. So if -- if you're interested in reading 
"The Hunger Games", you need to talk to your parents. Maybe that's a book that they're going 
to say is something that is best to be saved until later; maybe it's somebody that you'll -- you'll 
read together so that you can discuss that content and share your family values. But that -- it 
takes a lot of thinking and a lot of discussing. You know, some people will argue what children 
see on the media is, you know, is much more than they will ever read in a book and -- and that's 
another argument, another side; but I think every family has to -- has to make that decision. And 
you know for different children within the same family, what is appropriate is different as well, 
depending on how, you know, mature or sensitive your child is. 

Marti Erickson: Well, I know you talk about maybe a book not being appropriate for a child to 
read independently but -- because of the content, but appropriate for you to read with them out 
loud; and I really like that suggestion. I think that there's so much -- there's so much research 
that shows that all kinds of material and all kinds of experience, whether it comes through books 
or -- or through broadcast media or whatever, children can manage much better if they have 
adults who are really helping to mediate their reaction to that and talking with them about, you 



know, why do you think this happened and what do you think about what these characters were 
doing or, you know, whatever is appropriate to the particular book. But I think also when we tell 
our child that they can't read it until they're older or if we tell them, you know, we don't want 
them reading it at all, that kind of sets up the forbidden fruit phenomenon. And so I think reading 
with them and just really helping them manage that material is a really wonderful way to turn it 
into a rich learning experience on all sorts of levels. 

Laura Hansen: Absolutely. I know my second grader's enjoying the Harry Potter books. But, you 
know, as they were written, they were written for J. K. Rowling's daughter as she grew older and 
older. But now as the whole series is out and done, you know, our precocious readers just want 
to read all of the books in one year. And so we've just really talked about the whole way that, 
you know, the first few books are really good books to read on your own. I'm familiar with them. 
And -- and it's something that our son can just enjoy independently. But knowing that he's a 
more sensitive child, I said, you know, we're just going to wait for book four just for another area; 
and then we'll read it together and talk about it. But I know that it gets just a little bit stronger, a 
little bit darker at the end and that my knowledge as a parent, he's just not quite ready for that. 
So I haven't told him that he can't read it or that it's a bad book, we're just going to wait for right 
now; but we will read it. And that -- and that feels -- that feels like a good fit for him. 

Marti Erickson: So what about reading as a have-to activity or a get-to activity? I mean, Erin said 
at the beginning, you know, we are such avid readers in our family; and there's just nothing I 
love more than to curl up with a good book. I love long flights because I can just put my nose in 
a book and do nothing else for, you know, three hours or eight hours, depending on where I'm 
going. But how do parents approach that and how do we fit reading aloud and independent 
reading into our often too busy schedules? 

Laura Hansen: Well, so that's why it's nice if can you start right away when your children are 
young and build that relaxed reading aloud environment, and that's a special part of everyday. 
And, sure, there are days when you can't fit it in. I mean, there are sometimes weeks when it 
doesn't seem to be able to be a relaxed part of our day. But just within the general ebb and flow 
that reading aloud, having reading time is an important part of your child's life from the start will 
help you a lot as your child gets into grade school, middle school, and beyond. You know, lots of 
times it's an interesting shift that happens. We can't wait to read aloud to our babies and our 
toddlers, but our children get into grade school; and they get a reading log where they need to 
log their minutes. And something happens inside us as parents, our tension mounts; and we 
start to feel like our child needs to read for 20 minutes a day, 10 minutes of math facts, spelling 
practice, and to study for these tests. There just isn't enough time in the day. And I would just 
encourage families to just step back and think about that that reading time isn't a have to but it's 
something that you get to. Try and pick the best time of day that fits your child. So you know, if 
your child unwinds by listening to you read a book at night, read aloud in the evening before 
they go to bed. If your child is pretty alert and ready to go with 25 extra minutes before the 
school bus comes, have him do his independent reading in the morning. You know, keep 
reading materials in your car, whether it's, you know, Sports Illustrated or National Geographic 
For Kids so that there's always something to read there. You know, there's lots of books that 
you can have on your mobile device, your iPad, what have you. But, you know, I just think about 
training my kids to carry books around with them in their backpacks, in the car; and if your child 



can -- can read in a car, it's great place to -- to share that reading or to listen to books on CD. 
You get to do that together while, you know, doing something else as well. 

Marti Erickson: Well, you really exude a love of reading just as you talk about this. And certainly 
one of the most important gifts we can give our children, a lifelong gift of both enjoying and 
knowing how to read and make the most of that, really how to comprehend and build our 
vocabulary and -- and just avail ourselves of the beauty and the learning that comes from 
reading. So thank you, Laura Hansen, for the wonderful work that you're doing. We're so glad 
that you shared your good ideas and experience with us on Mom Enough. And again, listeners 
can look at the other printed resources that Laura has provided to us that are on our website, 
things that can really help you just figure out how to make this a daily part of your life for 
yourself and your children. Thanks to all of you for listening to Mom Enough. I'm Marti here with 
my daughter, Erin; and we hope you will tune in again next week to a new show. 

If you have concerns about your child's growth and development, please talk to your child's 
healthcare provider or call 1-866-693-GROW, that's 1-866-693-4769 to talk to a professional 
and find out ways in which you can get connected to various resources in Minnesota. 

Do you think I'll have a show called Kid Enough some day? 

[ Music ] 
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