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Bruce Schauble, who filled in for Brenda Lee Boris as summer 
program coordinator for the Cole-Harrington School-Age 
Enrichment Program, has taught in the Canton Public Schools 
for 22 years, during the last eight of which he has been K-12 
English Coordinator. His oldest son is a senior at Harvard, his 
middle son is a freshman at Bates, and his youngest son is in 
third grade at the Luce School in Canton. We invited Bruce to 
share some ofhis thoughts as a parent and educator about how 
parents can help children get the most out of their preschool and 
elementary school years. 

I'd like to begin by stating the obvious: reading is the 
most basic of the basic skills. Nearly every academic 
subject our children will be asked to master in school 
beyond first grade will require the ability to read. Chil
dren who read fluently, who enjoy reading, have a clear 
academic advantage over children who are reluctant or 
unskilled readers; and the gap between the two groups 
tends to widen with time. Parents of my high-school 
students often come to me during sophomore or junior 
year concerned about what can be done to help their 
children bring up their verbal SAT's. I don't always have 
the heart to tell them the truth of the matter: it's probably 
too late. The SAT verbal measures two things: vocabulary 
and reading comprehension, both of which develop 
incrementally over time. There is no quick fix. There is a 
lot of research suggesting that children have developed 
many of the attitudinal and processing skills which define 
success in school before they reach third grade. This is not to 
say that a student who does not like to read by grade three 
will never become an enthusiastic reader; but it does seem 
to imply that much of your child's success in education is 
strongly influenced by early childhood experience. What 
can we as parents do to help our children along? The 
suggestions which follow, taken individually, are not 
much more than common sense ideas which have prob
ably occurred to all of us at one time or another. But taken 
together, they represent an attempt to create an overall 
environment on which our children's experiences with 
reading, writing, and speaking make them stronger and 
more self-assured students. 

Read aloud to your child. 

The time-honored ritual of the bedtime story has a lot 
going for it. For many children, the nightly bedtime story 
not only provides a warm and comforting way to end the 
day, but also provides them with their first taste of the 
power of words that will delight them, bring them to other 
places, help them to grow and to understand one another. 
Furthermore, the stories the children come to know serve 
as a sort of reservoir of literary experience upon which 
they will later be able to draw upon when they begin 
reading literature and writing their own stories in school. 

If your schedule does not allow you to be there at bedtime, 
set some other time each day to read with your child. 

Choose material which is appropriate for your child's 
interest level. Very young children enjoy picture books 
which show things they can point at and name. They learn 
to enjoy turning the pages themselves. They may tum 
them faster than you can read; that's fine. I often made up 
my own abbreviated versions of books we were "reading" 
together in order to match the pace of the narrative to the 
interest level of the child in my lap. Older children can be 
allowed to choose their own books at the library. My son 
in third grade reads quite adequately on his own; but he 
still prefers to have certain kinds of books read to him. 

Encourage your child to draw, and when ready, to write. 

Children as young as two can be allowed to paint. As 
soon as my children could stand, my wife and I used to 
tape large sheets of white paper onto the refrigerator door, 
mix up some tempera paint, fix them up with a smock and 
a paintbrush, and let them go at it. Later they "graduated" 
to water colors, acrylics, crayons, colored pencils, and so 
on. 

By age four or five, many children will have begun 
learning alphabet sounds, and they can be encouraged at 
first simply to label the items in their pictures, and later to 
tell you stories about the pictures they have drawn. At 
some point you can offer to write down their stories for 
them and read them back. 

Children of all ages are also fascinated by hearing 
their voices on a tape recorder. My third grader likes to 
tell stories - it's easier for him, as for all of us, to tell them 
than to write them but he tells them faster than I can 
transcribe them, so I often have him tape his story, and 
then I type it out for him. If he is happy with it up to that 
point, he often can be encouraged to re-read and edit the 
story. If he wants to "publish" the story, we follow up by 
having him do the illustrations to go along with it, and we 
bind the whole thing between cardboard covers to make a 
book. 

A note about spelling: don't make spelling into an 
issue with young writers. Children between four and 
seven will invent their own spellings for words they do 
not know. You should encourage them to do so. My son 
Oren wrote a story in first grade entitled "The Etvencher of 
the Silver Knit, which began with those familiar words 
Wuns upon a time... When I eventually typed the story for 
him, I simply corrected the spelling myself. The point is, 
the number of words a five-year old knows how to use is 
much greater than the number of words he knows how to 
spell. As parents, we would not think of demanding that 
as children learn to speak they use only words they can 
pronounce correctly. We often regard their mispronuncia



dons as cute and even adopt them ourselves. Spaghetti 
was "misagetti" in our house for months after my oldest 
;50n mispronounced it that way. Yet when it comes to 
'writing, many of us are inclined to insist that our children 
only use words that they spell correctly. This makes little 
sense to me. Writing is a powerful tool- I would argue 
that it is the most powerful tool for exploration of ideas 
and for self-teaching. But it must be seen as a tool, and not 
as the end in itself. 

There is of course a place for teaching and learning 
correct spelling. But it should come later on in the process, 
not at the moment of composition. Spelling is one area of 
language arts which I think lends itself particularly to in
school instruction. 

Let your child see you reading and writing. 

Children imitate what they see. If as parents we have 
hopes that our children will grow up to be enthusiastic 
readers and capable writers, it is crucial that we model 
these behaviors for them. I can remember sitting on the 
floor as a child, playing with my toys in the evening while 
my mother and father sat across from one another in their 
easy chairs, reading. My mother wrote stories, even. 
though she had no intention of publishing them; my father 
kept scrapbooks in which he pasted pictures and articles 
he found interesting. My mother went to the library at 
least once a week, and took me with her. Given such a 
background, it would have been very difficult for me - or 
for any child - NOT to develop an interest in reading and 
writing. Our children will not learn to value or to be 
comfortable in the library, the museum, the bookstore, or 
the theater, unless they have some positive experiences in 
those settings in the company of significant adults, which 
is to say, us. And if the only place they see adults engaged 
in reading and writing is in school, is it not predictable 
that they will conclude that these activities are not really 
as important, as, say, shopping or watching television? 

Feed your child's interests. 

I firmly believe that the process of learning is m?re 
important and ultimately more useful than any particular 
information content or set of skills that might be formally 
on the agenda. Children do well when they are produc
tively engaged in something that interests them. ~hen my 
oldest boy was in junior high school, he became bnefly 
and deeply interested in breakdancing. Over the course of 
several months one summer he probably spent several 
hundred hours practicing moves with his friends on a 
giant piece of cardboard we put down on the floor of the 
garage. While I had my parently reservations about the 
craze and how long it would last, I did what I could to 
support him, including finding reading material: arti~les, 
magazines, and even a book or two about breakdancmg. 
By the fall, he had switched over to soccer, and a new set 
of learning opportunities (including a subscription to 
Soccer America). But the time he spent during the summer 
pursuing his momentary passion was both educational 
and fun, for him and for me. 

Get your child to talk about what interests him. 

Almost any working writer will tell you that speech is 
rehearsal: rehearsal for later attempts at articulation, 
rehearsal for thinking, rehearsal for writing. Most children 
love to talk, but by the time they get to school, discourse 
often has become more formalized and sequential. I 
encounter many students in high school who are reluctant 
to speak in front of their peers in a classroom. It takes a 
certain amount of confidence to risk putting yourself on 
the line when you speak. This is where the hours and 
hours of informal"rehearsal" in front of a sympathetic 
audience at home stands some students in very good 
stead. They are the ones who feel no reservations about 
saying what's on their minds: they've been getting the 
chance to do it all their lives. As parents, we are our 
children's best audience. They need us to listen to them. 

Limit television time. 

I realize that I am now confirming any suspicions that 
you may have had that this article is being written by a 
calcified old fogey, but I firmly believe that little of what is 
available on television is going to be of any benefit to my 
children; and a great deal of it is likely to be harmful to 
them: too much violence, too many slack plots with too
easy solutions to difficult problems; too many advertise
ments for things that they do not need or for which they 
are not ready. As a parent, I would no sooner turn school
age children loose in television land than toss them the 
keys to my car. Instead, I suggest we take matters into our 
own hands. In my case, I instituted a simple rule: one 
television show a day; none after seven o'clock. If there's 
any question as to whether or not I want my child to watch 
it, I sit and watch it with him and turn it off if I think it is 
not appropriate. My children have never rebelled against 
this rule; they have never known any other. To this day, 
neither of the older boys, who have long since been on 
their own as far as watching TV is concerned, is likely to 
spend more than an hour in front of the tube at a time. 

As I said at the beginning, there is really nothing 
revolutionary about any of these suggestions. On the 
contrary, they are in some ways positively old-fashioned. 
But as a teacher and a parent I am concerned that our 
culture - at least as defined by what shows up in themedia 
- seems to decry our children's educational weaknesses 
while it simultaneously provides less and less in the way 
of support for them. Taken together, the suggestions listed 
above add up to an attempt to frame a sort of minimally 
organized support program, the purpose of which is to 
give our children the navigational equipment they will 
need to successfully negotiate their "etvenchrs" out into 
the world of words. It would certainly be possible to do 
more. The question I would ask, given that the welfare of 
our children is at stake, is can we afford to do less? 


