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Reading to Learn from the Start
The Power of Interactive Read-Alouds

By Tanya S. Wright

How many times have you heard someone say: “In kinder-
garten through third grade, kids learn to read, and then 
in fourth grade and beyond, kids read to learn”? This 
phrase is often used to promote the idea that the early 

years of schooling should focus primarily on helping children 
learn to decode text fluently. Fluent decoding is, of course, critical 
for independent reading, and we do want children to develop this 
skill in the early grades of school. However, fluent decoding is 
necessary but not sufficient for successful reading.1 

Successful and engaged readers comprehend, learn from, and 
enjoy what they read. This requires far more than the ability to look 
at the symbols on the page and say the words that these symbols 
represent. Readers need background knowledge and vocabulary, 
they need to know how texts are constructed and how they are used, 
they need strategies to coach themselves when reading is challeng-
ing, and they need to feel motivated to read.

Luckily, children can begin to learn all of this in the early 
grades of school—by reading! How can children “read to learn” 

when they are still learning to decode text independently? The 
answer is that adults read aloud to them. Interactive read-alouds, 
where adults read text to children and facilitate discussion of the 
text, are an incredibly effective method for supporting children’s 
literacy learning. In this article, I describe some of the knowl-
edge and skills that children must develop in order to become 
successful readers, and I share evidence that read-alouds can 
support students in this learning. In other words, interactive 
read-alouds have the power to help children read to learn as they 
learn to read.

Interactive Read-Alouds
What can children in the early childhood and elementary years 
learn during interactive read-aloud experiences? It turns out that 
the answer is a lot. In particular, studies demonstrate that certain 
ways of reading aloud optimize children’s learning. The read-
alouds described below share several key features for supporting 
student learning. First, most effective instructional practices for 
read-alouds are interactive. This means that the teacher and stu-
dents are actively involved in thinking and talking about the read-
aloud text. This extra-textual talk (i.e., the talk that happens 
around the text) facilitates children’s literacy development in both 
early childhood and the elementary grades.2

Second, most effective read-aloud techniques are purposeful 
and planned. This means that the teacher has carefully selected 
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the text and determined how it will be used to support student 
learning. This includes planning how and when the text will be 
read, what the teacher will explain or model for the students, and 
the types of questions, ideas, and words that will be discussed. 
Third, effective interactive read-alouds can and should occur 
across the school day, in a broad range of content areas, and not 
just during language arts.

Despite all the evidence that interactive read-alouds support 
student learning, studies show they may be neglected during 
instruction in pre-K and elementary classrooms. In our study of 55 
kindergarten classrooms,3 we observed instruction for more than 
600 hours and found that kindergarten 
teachers spent, on average, only 8.36 minutes 
engaged in read-alouds of literature and 1.7 
minutes on read-alouds of informational 
text. Note that an average of 1.7 minutes 
means that most teachers did not read any 
informational text at all. Even when texts are 
read aloud, researchers have documented a 
focus on fiction texts,4 with limited attention 
to a broad range of text genres and text struc-
tures. Also, the quality of interactive read-
alouds may vary greatly across classrooms.5

Learning about the World
Interactive read-alouds provide critical opportunities to support 
children in building knowledge about the world, and this knowl-
edge can in turn support students’ comprehension of new texts. 
The more related knowledge students bring to a text, the better they 
are at comprehending that text.6 Importantly, this idea extends 
beyond fact-based knowledge and includes broader types of knowl-
edge. For example, studies demonstrate that students have stronger 
comprehension of texts that align with their cultural knowledge.7

You can test the relationship between knowledge and compre-
hension by reading the following paragraphs on a topic that you 
may know little about:

It also meant that black holes had a temperature and had 
entropy. In thermodynamics, entropy is a measure of wasted 
heat. But it is also a measure of the amount of information—
the number of bits—needed to describe what is in a black 
hole. Curiously, the number of bits is proportional to the 
black hole’s surface area, not its volume, meaning that the 
amount of information you could stuff into a black hole is 
limited by its area, not, as one might think, its volume.

That result has become a litmus test for string theory and 
other pretenders to a theory of quantum gravity. It has also 
led to speculations that we live in a holographic universe, in 
which three-dimensional space is some kind of illusion.

This text is from the recent New York Times obituary of Stephen 
Hawking.8 While you may be able to decode the text quite fluently, 
even for strong readers it can be difficult to really understand what 
the text is about unless you have some knowledge of theoretical 
physics. However, for a reader who knows about black holes or 
string theory, this passage is easy to comprehend.

So, what might the instructional implications of this finding 
be? First, and most importantly, we can’t wait for children to 
decode fluently in order to build their knowledge of the world. 

The goal should be to build children’s 
knowledge, across a broad range of 
domains, during the early years of school-
ing, while they are building their reading 
fluency. One way to build children’s knowl-
edge is by reading aloud to them. While we 
need knowledge to understand what we 
read, it is also the case that the more we 
read, the more we know. In turn, the more 
we know, the better we become at reading. 
So, we should start early by reading aloud to 
young children from a range of texts and 

genres to build their knowledge of the world.
Studies have shown benefits for students’ learning when read-

alouds are integrated into content-area instruction. For example, 
several effective programs have integrated read-alouds into sci-
ence and social studies instruction.9 In particular, read-alouds 
can provide opportunities for children to learn about and discuss 
ideas aligned with content-area standards that they cannot expe-
rience directly in their classrooms. Whether this is a historical 
event or the opportunity for a child in a midwestern state to learn 
about the ocean, read-alouds can bring new ideas into the class-
room to support content-area learning goals.

Recently, researchers have shown that reading sets of texts 
that are conceptually or thematically related can be particularly 
beneficial for building knowledge.10 The idea is that as knowl-
edge is built over time, students can understand more and more 
challenging texts. Many adults have had this experience, for 
example, when taking a class on a new topic or when trying to 
do research to learn something new. At first, the readings feel 
incredibly challenging, but over time, the more you read, the 
clearer the ideas in the texts become. If you read six texts on 
black holes and cosmology, your understandings of this topic 
would grow and develop with each text, making it easier and 
easier to comprehend and learn from the passage you read 
above. Therefore, teachers should purposefully select sets of 
related texts with the goal of building children’s knowledge 
across a series of interactive read-aloud experiences.

As discussed above, reading texts that align with students’ cul-
tural knowledge may support reading comprehension. Therefore, 
teachers can build upon the funds of knowledge11 that students 
bring to school by including interactive read-alouds with themes 
and characters from a broad range of cultures and backgrounds. 
Reading and discussing culturally diverse texts also aligns strongly 
with recommendations for enacting culturally relevant literacy 
instruction in early childhood and elementary classrooms.12

We can’t wait for children to 
decode fluently in order to build 
their knowledge of the world.
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Learning New Vocabulary
Knowing the meaning of words in a text is critical for understand-
ing what we read.13 While we need vocabulary to comprehend 
what we read, vocabulary can also be built as readers are exposed 
to challenging new words in text. Evidence from research studies 
demonstrates that young children learn vocabulary through inter-
active read-aloud experiences.14

The challenge for our youngest learners, who are not yet able 
to decode text independently, is that access to the vocabulary of 
text requires an intermediary—someone to read the text to the 
child. Unfortunately, if many teachers are not reading aloud regu-
larly to young children, as is indicated by the studies described 
above, young children may have limited opportunities in school 
to learn the academic vocabulary of texts. Importantly, as children 
begin to read independently, they continue to benefit from read-
alouds. This is because the texts that beginning readers use for 
practice purposefully limit challenging vocabulary to make the 
texts easier to decode. Therefore, while students are learning to 
decode fluently, teachers can promote vocabulary development 
by reading aloud from texts that are more challenging than the 
texts that students can read by themselves.

Children may learn some new vocabulary just from listening 
to text, but they learn and retain more words when teachers pro-
vide child-friendly explanations of new vocabulary.15 For example, 
after reading the word dreadful, the teacher can stop and say, 
“When someone feels dreadful, it means she feels awful, she feels 
very bad.” Studies demonstrate that this practice alone can sup-
port children’s word learning, with estimates that children learn 
about 22 percent of new vocabulary from this type of brief, one-
time explanation.16

Interestingly, in this study, two additional explanations of 
each word’s meaning doubled children’s retention of new words. 
Child-friendly explanations are not limited to talk about word 
meanings, but may include a picture, prop, or action (e.g., using 
an action to explain the word crouch).17 It can be particularly 
challenging to come up with child-friendly explanations without 
preparation. So, this practice is more effective when teachers 
select words to teach and plan these explanations before the 
read-aloud. Explaining word meanings before or during read-
alouds supports vocabulary development, but it also supports 
children’s comprehension of the text being read.18

Another critical feature of effective vocabulary-focused read-
alouds is the opportunity for children to engage in active process-
ing of new words.19 Rather than just passive listening, children 
need opportunities to discuss the meaning of a new word, act 
out the meaning, think of synonyms and antonyms, and use the 

new word in discus-
sion. Typically, this 
additional practice 
with words occurs for 
a small set of impor-
tant words that the 
teacher has selected 
because these are 
words that children 
need for future read-
ing (i.e., new or chal-
lenging words that 

occur frequently in text) or for content-area learning.
Providing opportunities for active processing directly after the 

read-aloud supports students in learning more new vocabulary, 
but additional practice beyond the initial read-aloud, in other con-
texts or during a rereading, may be necessary to support retention 
of new vocabulary.20 The goal is to create engaging opportunities 
for children to think about and use new words in meaningful ways.

One way to provide repeated exposure to new vocabulary, and 
to provide opportunities for students to use new words in discus-
sion, is to read multiple texts on the same topic. Typically, books on 
the same topic include similar words. When listening to and dis-
cussing a set of books about birds, for example, students are likely 
to encounter words like nesting, migrate, and molt multiple times 
across the texts. Studies have found that this natural repetition in 
meaningful contexts benefits word learning.21 Therefore, the use of 
text sets may be particularly beneficial because it supports students 
in building knowledge and vocabulary simultaneously.

Learning about Text
Good readers know a lot about text and how text functions. In the 
early childhood years, children need to learn basic concepts about 
print—for example, that in English, we read print from left to right 
across a line of text and from top to bottom on a page. Children 
begin to learn that the writing in text represents oral language—for 
example, that one word the reader says aloud is represented by 
one word on the page (often called one-to-one correspondence). 
Children also need to understand the difference between a letter 
and a word, and that letters represent particular sounds.

One way that children learn this information is when adults 
show them how print works during read-alouds. Researchers 
have tested a method called print referencing, in which the 
teacher holds the text so that it faces the children.22 The teacher 
both shows and tells children how text works during the read-
aloud. For example, when the teacher runs a finger under the 
words that are read, children learn about directionality, and 
when the teacher stops to ask children to notice or point to 
words, the teacher supports children in developing an under-
standing of one-to-one correspondence. Studies of print refer-
encing demonstrate that young children make substantial gains 
in print knowledge when their teachers use this method, com-
pared with children who do not experience this type of interac-
tive read-aloud.23

As children learn to become independent readers and writ-
ers, they need more sophisticated understandings about the use 
and function of texts. There is evidence that developing an 
understanding of the different purposes for text (e.g., to inform, 

Children learn and retain more 
words when teachers provide 
child-friendly explanations of 
new vocabulary.
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to persuade, to entertain), and the text genres and structures 
that align with these purposes, supports students both as readers 
and as writers.24 Read-alouds provide an important opportunity 
to expose young children to a range of texts and an opportunity 
to discuss how authors achieve their purposes for writing. For 
example, an author who is trying to write an informational text 
to explain the idea of forces may use a range of text structures to 
achieve that goal, such as comparing and contrasting pushes 
and pulls or using cause and effect to show that if you kick a ball, 
the force will cause it to move. Unfortunately, as discussed 
above, observational studies demonstrate that read-alouds in 
the early childhood and elementary grades typically focus pri-
marily on fictional stories, and therefore young children may 
have few opportunities to develop these understandings across 
a range of text genres.

Interactive read-alouds that focus on how texts work can also 
support children as writers. For example, read-aloud texts can be 
used to help students identify particular features of strong writ-
ing.25 One way to do this is by reading aloud a high-quality exem-
plar of a particular type of text (sometimes called a mentor text) 
and supporting students in analyzing and discussing features of 
the text that make it a strong example of writing for that particular 
purpose. This might include text structures, word choice, use of 
dialogue, or graphical elements. Students can then use the list of 
features they have generated as a guide when they engage in their 
own independent writing.

Learning Literacy Skills and Strategies
Read-alouds also provide the opportunity to teach students a 
broad range of skills and strategies they will need as they become 
independent readers. In the early childhood years, young children 
need to develop phonological awareness (i.e., the ability to dis-
tinguish sounds in oral language), letter recognition, and knowl-
edge of letter-sound relationships. (For more on effective literacy 
instruction in early childhood, see the articles on pages 9 and 12.) 
These foundational skills can be supported through read-alouds. 
Children build phonological awareness through interactive read-
alouds of books that play with language, such as books that 
include rhyme or alliteration. Alphabet books promote letter 
recognition and support students in associating letters with key 
words that represent particular sounds that letters make. Making 
these read-alouds interactive by encouraging children’s participa-
tion (“What pictures do you see that start with the /b/ sound?”) 
can support their development of these early literacy skills.

Teachers can also engage in read-alouds to model reading 
strategies, intentional mental actions that children can use to 
coach themselves through reading or writing tasks.26 Research-
ers argue that reading strategies are best taught through a 
gradual release of responsibility framework.27 The early stages 
of this framework suggest that teachers model strategy use 
before students use the strategy with guidance and indepen-
dently. During interactive read-alouds, teachers can model the 
use of a broad range of strategies. These may include compre-
hension strategies (e.g., monitoring, visualizing, or asking ques-
tions) or decoding strategies (e.g., saying the sounds in the word 
or trying a different vowel sound). Beyond just showing children 
how to use reading strategies, interactive read-alouds enable 
teachers and children to take time to discuss why and when a 
particular reading strategy may be most effective.

Interactive read-alouds provide important opportunities to 
support students to think deeply about and discuss the meaning 
of texts.28 In particular, teachers can use text-based discussion to 
help students move beyond literal comprehension of a text in 
order to focus on applying the ideas that were learned. While it 
is important to make sure that students understand what is hap-
pening in the text as it is read, there is growing evidence that 
young students are capable of higher-order discussion to support 
deeper comprehension of text.29 Young children need opportuni-
ties to apply ideas, to compare and contrast different parts of a 
text or multiple texts, to determine the author’s purpose and to 
consider whether the text accomplishes this purpose, and to take 
a stand on an argument presented in a text. Studies, beginning 
in the early childhood years, demonstrate that when teachers 
engage children in more analytic talk during read-alouds, this 
has long-term benefits for their vocabulary development and text 
comprehension.30

Several groups of researchers have studied methods for sup-
porting discussion during the early childhood and elementary 
years of school.31 Included as recommendations in all of these 
studies is the idea that teachers should promote discussion by 
asking open-ended questions (e.g., how and why questions) 
and by supporting children to understand and analyze the 
decontextualized language in texts (i.e., language that is used 
to convey ideas that are beyond the immediate context). Text-
based discussions with younger students may require other 
scaffolds to prompt conversation, such as providing students 
with sentence starters that they can use to discuss the text (e.g., 
“I agree with you because…”) or giving students opportunities 
for small-group or partner discussion before discussing the text 
as a whole group.

Young children need to develop 
phonological awareness, letter 
recognition, and knowledge of 
letter-sound relationships.
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F inally, it is important to remember that children love to 
listen to and participate in interactive read-alouds. I 
recently visited an early childhood classroom where chil-
dren had so many favorite books to suggest for read-

alouds that the teacher created a “please read” bin where 
children could place these book requests. Anyone who has 
spent time in an early childhood or elementary classroom has 
seen the joy on children’s faces when it is time for the teacher 
to read aloud. In fact, this is such a favorite time of day that 
researchers have recommended that extra teacher read-aloud 
time may be an appropriate reward to encourage children’s 
independent reading.32

Read-alouds enable children who are not yet reading inde-
pendently to experience the way reading feels to fluent read-
ers—the pleasure of being swept up in a story, the thrill of 
learning something new. It is important to maintain this sense 
that reading is joyful, while also providing opportunities for 
students to learn, during interactive reading experiences.

One way to maintain this balance is to keep the primary 
focus on meaning. Sometimes when teachers engage in read-
alouds, they focus so much on planned learning goals that the 
meaning of the text can be lost for children. For example, dur-
ing a print referencing read-aloud, if the teacher spends too 
much time pointing out letters and words, the children may 
not be able to follow the story in the text. Or, if the teacher tries 
to address too many instructional goals during one interactive 
read-aloud, the session may go on for too long and the children 
may lose interest. For example, a teacher may attempt to teach 
print concepts and five new vocabulary words and a summariz-
ing strategy and then lead a text-based discussion during one 
read-aloud session. If there are multiple teaching goals, it is 
most useful to read the text through with a focus on meaning 
and then revisit the text (or parts of the text) at a later time for 
additional instructional purposes.

Given all that students learn from participating in interac-
tive read-alouds, a common question from teachers is how 
much time to dedicate to them. Overall, given the variety of 
opportunities to learn during read-alouds, it may be most ben-
eficial to read to children multiple times per day for different 
instructional purposes. But, there is really no clear-cut answer 
to this question.

In consensus documents written by educational stakehold-
ers in Michigan, where I live, we suggest that read-alouds are 
an “essential instructional practice” for supporting literacy in 
pre-K and early elementary school classrooms. By this, we 
mean that children in every classroom should participate in a 

high-quality interac-
tive read-aloud every 
day.* Given studies 
t h a t  s u g g e s t  t h a t 
read-alouds may not 
be occurring at all in 
some classrooms, this 
g o a l  s e e m s  l i k e  a 
critical first place to 
start. ☐
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If you are already incorporating media 
into your classroom in beneficial ways, you 
can help parents do the same at home. One 
of the many benefits of media is its acces-
sibility. Most families today have access to 
media via their smartphones, tablets, and 
computers. If you are using certain content 
in your classroom that’s also accessible at 
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home, let parents know about it and how 
to get it. With so many media-based 
resources available, parents may really 
appreciate this guidance to support and 
extend their children’s learning. 

By working together, early childhood 
educators and parents can foster a 
love of science—and a love of learn-
ing—in their children. After all, both 

sets of adults have significant roles to play 
in creating a world in which children under-
stand that inquiring about the natural world 
and investigating their surroundings is not 
only a commonplace experience but a 
respected and rewarding one too. ☐
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