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Adult-mediated encounters between a child and a book raise questions 
about how to read picture books with children. Traditionally, professionals 
are used to reading aloud to a group of children. And there is nothing 
wrong with this. All reading for the little ones is always good. 

However, children under 3 years gain more from individualised reading 
than group reading. This is especially true for those children who spend 
many hours a day in kindergarten, those who might remain unnoticed in 
big groups, those whose home language is different from the language 
used in kindergarten.

Why not create a special relationship with each child by offering 
individualised reading?

1.1. What do we mean by reading aloud with young children?

By reading aloud, in this booklet, we mean an action of mediation, without 
pursuing specific learning goals, exclusively for sharing the pleasure of 
the encounter with a picture book and its story between a child or a 
group of children, and an adult. 

Reading should be carried out in an engaging manner, which supports 
enjoyment of children’s literature, using carefully selected books. You can 
read with any age group, starting with new-borns, any time of the day, in 
a variety of places.

“First of all, the one who reads aloud should not 
be afraid to make mistakes. In that sense, you get 
better every time, and if you don’t start someplace, 
you won’t become a good reader.”

Ulvi

1.	 READING WITH ONE 
CHILD WITHIN A GROUP
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1.2. Why is reading aloud important?

BOOK

ADULT CHILD

“[Reading aloud] establishes a very 
intense affective relationship with a 
reader…”

Isabella

“[Reading aloud] trains their memory 
and attention. They can concentrate 
for three minutes, then for five minutes, 
and then for half an hour to follow a 
story.” 

Minerva

“[…] the child gets interested in reading 
and I think that if you start early, then it 
becomes a normal activity for the child. 
Enjoyable… and adults, too, do things 
that they find enjoyable. (…) It enriches 
children’s vocabulary.” 

Eteri
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We are all aware of the importance of reading aloud, aren’t we? But as you 
read on, keep in mind that our special emphasis here is on reading with 
children for the sheer pleasure of it: the enjoyment of reading without 
pursuing any specific teaching goals.

1.3 How to read individually with children in groups?

Even when reading in groups, the professional may address each of the 
children separately, each one in turn so that the intimate encounter 
between the book, the child and the adult remains unique. When reading 
with one child in a group, you act as a mediator who establishes and 
facilitates the connection between the child and the book with its story. 
You and that child are two people with different reading skills, who read 
together and share this valuable experience.

The reading adult is the child’s partner in exploration and not a teacher 
aiming to develop her reading skills. The adult must follow where the child 
leads without imposing the reading on her.

For children under 3 years, we do not recommend a reading time where 
everyone sits still and listens to a story. During the reading, babies and 
toddlers should be free to move around or play. It may seem that they are 
not paying attention, but actually they are listening.

As she listens to picture books, a little baby takes a step further from 
everyday words to the language of literature. Reading aloud is an essential 
part of developing a child's early literacy, as well as cognitive and 
emotional skills. It provides an experience of narrative language which 
is quite different from the everyday functional or injunctive language, 
such as ”Don’t do this! Come here!”. Reading aloud helps the child to 
understand the world around her and make connections; it develops her 
imagination, vocabulary, familiarity with the structure of narrative texts, 
and overall language mastery.

The culture of reading for pleasure should be embraced both in school 
settings, and at home to prevent reading difficulties later in school. Early 
childhood educators and other professionals who read with children play 
an important role in creating this culture.
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Individualised reading means that you let the child choose the book to be 
read. The reading should be led by the child, from beginning to end. The 
adult encourages the child to engage actively in this shared reading with 
the adult.

While you read with one child in a group, other children will be waiting 
for their turn, which is a lesson in patience and socialising. But they also 
benefit from this reading by listening in. 

“I would advise my fellow educators to allow as 
much freedom to the children as they can, first of 
all, in choosing the books, the manner they want 
to sit; secondly, not to discipline children during 
reading; this is meant to be a pleasurable moment 
and it should produce pleasure, so we should not 
discipline them then, and thirdly, that we should do 
this regularly, every day, if possible...”

Cătălina

NOTE! 
We talk about reading with children, not to children.
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Here are some dos and don’ts for professionals reading aloud with 
one child within a group:

•	 Abstain from any instruction, speech or gesture forcing one to 
listen, to keep quiet or sit still!

•	 Observe carefully the shy and quiet children to spot their favourite 
stories!

•	 Respect children’s reactions and listen to them!
•	 Do not correct the child when she tells you a story that is not the 

one written in the book, let the child develop her own version!
•	 Follow the children’s interest during reading and adjust your 

actions!
•	 Do not dominate the interaction!

“[…] It's important to keep from showing everything, telling the child 
everything, but rat her let him venture into the book, in his own way, at his 
own pace, and let him make connections, create meaning, make sense 
…. These a trong what happens in those moments” Roxane

“[…] It’s important to keep from showing everything, 
telling the child everything, but rat her let him venture 
into the book, in his own way, at his own pace, 
and let him make connections, create meaning, 
make sense…. These a trong what happens in those 
moments.”								      

Roxane
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1.3.1 Be well prepared for your reading session

For a successful reading session, we recommend some thoughtful 
planning: consider which book, where, when and how you are going to 
read. 

Before you start, make sure that you:

•	 have selected quality picture books appropriate for the current 
group to choose from;

•	 	have made accessible the books for the children to choose;
•	 	have found a cosy spot where to sit and read;

While you are reading, make sure that you:

•	 	introduce routines for beginning and finishing the reading session;
•	 	use appropriate intonation and expressiveness (voice, mimic, etc.), 

without over-doing it; 
•	 	are prepared to be flexible: adjust your plan to the unexpected;
•	 	are fully available for the child to enjoy the shared moment of 

reading aloud. 

After the reading session, reflecting on your performance will help you 
improve and become a more proficient reader.

“Definitely focus on the moment. So, think of that 
moment in which you read as a moment outside 
of one’s own life, therefore in which you yourself, as 
the reader, have the opportunity to disconnect from 
everything else and enjoy that exclusive moment of 
relationship building.” 

Theresa
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There are a huge number of picture books available in bookstores and 
libraries. But not all of them are of equal quality. The picture books you 
choose to read aloud with children should appeal to you in many ways. 
For a start, in a quality picture book, the text and the illustrations complete 
each other to convey the story.

When selecting a picture books, do not underestimate the children. Avoid 
books that are too simplistic. Children need high quality books which 
prompt their imagination and immerse them in rich language! Try out a 
variety of books: different content and genres. When you read them with 
the children, you will see that they are able to make their connections with 
the books.

2.1. What are quality picture books?

Picture books are artistically illustrated books in which both words and 
pictures contribute to conveying the story. Illustrations in picture books 
are integral to the story, providing actual plot or concept information, as 
well as clues to character traits, settings, and moods.

Books with occasional illustrations that serve to break up or decorate the 
text are not picture books; they are called illustrated books. Illustrations in 
these books are incidental or nonessential to the content.

 

“So, to know if a picture book is good… it has to 
make your mouth water, it has to be as if you are 
eating a good candy or a good dish, you have to 
taste the words.”

Isabelle

2. THE IMPORTANCE OF PROVIDING    
    QUALITY PICTURE BOOKS
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Here are some of the characteristics of a quality picture book:
•	 Rich and memorable language;
•	 Effective use of dialogue;
•	 Aesthetically appealing pictures: the visual elements enhance the 

text and help convey the mood of the story; 
•	 Memorable characters; 
•	 A great story.

In short, these are books that both children and adults want to read again 
and again. 

Some examples of quality picture books in English:
 		   		   	

PICTURE
BOOKS

Pictures and 
text complete

each other

Pictures
provide visual 
representation

of text

Pictures may 
provide and 
alternative 
viewpoint

Pictures carry
some weight 

of the story

Brown bear, brown bear,
what do you see?

Bill Martin JR/ Eric Carle

The very hungry
caterpillar
 Eric Carle

Where the wild things are
Maurice Sendak
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2.2. What kinds of picture books to choose?

Keep in mind the different aspects and uses of books to make sure that you 
provide children with a variety of experiences. We, adults, are responsible 
for the first selection of books that reach the children.

Books to be 
touched and 

chewed on (books 
made of fabric, 

plastic)

Books that 
introduce 

concepts and 
basic 

vocabulary 

Books that tell a 
simple – but not 
simplistic – story

“Aim for diversity in terms of the language used in 
the texts and also the illustrations, and characters 
from other cultures…”

Isabelle

Here is a short list of the major types of picture books to choose from:
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Wordless picture books are often quickly dismissed as boring. But they 
are a powerful tool in developing literacy skills. Understanding books 
without words involves interpreting the illustrations as there is no text to 
rely on. This promotes comprehension, vocabulary, listening skills and an 
understanding of story structure and character development. They are 
especially suitable for children whose home language is different from 
the language used in kindergarten.

 

Books that come in series 
and have a memorable main 

character

Silent 
books 

“The book without text can lend itself to various 
interpretations, various reflections and it questions 
the reader constantly since the text is absent, not 
missing, but absent, and therefore, every reader, 
every viewer, each observer will interpret the picture 
relying on his vision, according to his angle.”

Brigitte
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Parents are key persons in developing their children’s literacy skills. Reading 
aloud at home is a matter of family culture. Parents’ modest education, 
limited parenting skills or low awareness of literacy skills development 
may hinder them from reading with their children at home and turning 
this into a habit.

We need to encourage children’s families to start reading with the children 
at home from an early age, regardless of the family’s social, cultural, 
economic background and/or home language. In this project, we are 
aiming to raise awareness of family literacy among families of diverse 
backgrounds. 

“It is important to raise parents’ awareness in 
such a way that it includes all aspects of life. I 
mean, because at home, the child should have the 
possibility to touch books, to have books. In such 
a way that a direct relationship, a familiarity with 
books, is established. Of course, there are family 
contexts in which this is already done, and others 
where this is not so easy to do.”

Theresa

How can we support parents and carers? To encourage them to embrace 
the practice of reading with their children, there are several opportunities 
for professionals:

•	 Organize open reading sessions for parents and carers to show them 
how to read with their children. 

•	 Lend books to families.
•	 Discuss the practice of reading: what, how, when, where to read. 

To draw attention to the magic of reading, after an open reading 
session, engage family members in discussing the following:

3. EMPOWERING PARENTS



13

•	 What did you notice in your child’s reaction during the reading?
•	 What, if anything, surprised you about your child’s response to the book?
•	 What are your thoughts about reading aloud with your child at home?

Some other ways to promote reading aloud in families are:
•	 Organising picture-book exhibitions in the kindergarten/childcare 

centres;
•	 Inviting adult family members to read aloud with their children in the 

kindergarten;
•	 Bringing up the topic of reading in thematic family-school meetings, 

in a casual way, possibly while engaging in joint activities, such as 
crafts or cooking;

•	 Providing training for parent leaders about promoting family literacy 
and/or creating literate home environments;

•	 Organising open days, workshops, reading aloud sessions during 
outdoor or indoor public events  in the community;

•	 Cooperating with local libraries and cultural or educational 
organisations to engage families. 

Just use your creativity to get on the same wavelength with parents and 
carers!

It is essential to make adult family members feel confident in reading 
aloud with their children and to support them to develop a positive attitude 
towards reading and literature at home. 

“As a professional, raise parents’ awareness, 
help parents to understand the importance [of 
reading]. That it is not a burden, but a pleasant 
thing to do with their children. Also, that it improves 
the relationship they have with their children, to 
understand them better; and that this will certainly 
bring benefits, not only to the child but to the 
whole family, in their relationship with each other.

Theresa

NOTE! 
Reading with a child should be a pleasure for

both the adult and the child! 
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The present booklet was developed within the Making the Most of the 
Magic of Reading (3MR) Erasmus+ project implemented in cooperation 
by partners from four countries’ (Belgium, Estonia, Italy and Romania). The 
project focuses on raising awareness of the importance of reading quality 
picture books with children aged 0-7 years in order to give them a good 
start in developing literacy skills. The project strives to reach all children, 
including those from less advantaged families. 

The present booklet aims to inform and support ECEC professionals 
(teachers, nurses, librarians, etc.) to embrace innovative book sharing 
practices. It helps them to 

•	confidently choose quality picture books;
•	understand how to read with individual children within a group;
•	promote family literacy in families where children are not regularly 

engaged in reading. 

The 3MR training course for ECEC specialists, which is another product of 
our project, supports the development of specific professional skills in the 
area of reading aloud quality picture books with individual children and 
groups of children. This booklet highlights the main ideas and illustrates the 
essential aspects of the professional practices we support and promote. 

The professionals quoted in this booklet are:
•	 Isabella and Theresa, kindergarten teachers, IT
•	 Minerva and Cătălina, kindergarten teachers, RO
•	 Ulvi and Eteri, kindergarten teachers, EE
•	 Ségolène, kindergarten teacher, Catherine, volunteer, BE
•	 Roxane, Isabelle and Brigitte, children’s literature trainers, 

Boucle d’or ASBL and Les Ateliers du Text et de l’Image, BE

All the project materials (curriculum, methodology, toolkit for teachers and 
other professionals who read with children; toolkit for parents), including 
videos, are available on the website readingmagic.eu.

ABOUT THE PROJECT
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“The sessions I have with the children are various 
depending on the context. Some are very 
spontaneous: we read in the doctor’s waiting 
room, we read while waiting for the bus, we read 
in the car when we go on longer trips, we read on 
the beach, in the mountains, anywhere we are, 
these are spontaneous occasions for reading; but 
we also read in an organized manner, when we 
create a very cosy space, with as few distractors 
as possible, so as to allow the children to connect 
with us and the book.”
				  

Cătălina, kindergarten teacher, RO

“The training course has made me look 
differently at books. […] Now I can choose 
picture books more consciously, I notice things 
that I didn’t notice before. I got more courage 
and confidence in reading picture books even 
outside learning activities.”

Eteri, kindergarten teacher, EE

“Reading must be, absolutely, a pleasure, for 
both the reader and the listener.” 

Isabella, kindergarten teacher, IT

“Reading aloud with toddlers doesn’t mean we 
have to limit ourselves to books only with pictures, 
cardboard books, the so-called books for toddlers. 
We can really choose from a wide variety of books 
and stories.”

Catherine, volunteer in kindergarten, BE
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