
 
  

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
   

 
 
 
     

 
 

  
 

 
 
   

 
   

 
   

 
 
 

 

 
  

 
   

 
   
 

 
  

 

Supporting Children’s Early Reading–Related Behaviors 

Reading-related behaviors include language, comprehension, emergent reading, and book handling skills, 
and are the building blocks of good reading skills later on. All children show these behaviors, but the expe-
riences children have with books, either through independent exploration or through an adult reading with 
them, affect when these develop. Early reading behaviors include: 

LANGUAGE UNDERSTANDING AND USE – how children communicate with adults during book reading, 
both verbally and nonverbally. 

COMPREHENSION – how infants and toddlers construct meaning from the pictures and content the adult 
reads with them. 

EMERGENT READING – how children show they are beginning to understand how reading works, for ex-
ample, understanding that the language in a book remains the same. 

BOOK HANDLING - how young children manipulate books, e.g., turn pages, maintain eye contact, etc. 
These are guidelines for typical early reading-related development. Adapt your supports and responses 
based on what you find out about each child! Use the PAT (POINT-ACT-TELL) and Think Aloud strategies 
with all age groups. 

Age What you might expect the child to do … Ways you can support… 

Birth to 
8 months 

• Coos and gurgles while adult reads 
• Understands words for familiar objects 

in pictures 
• Gazes and/or points to pictures while 

adult is reading 
• Vocalizes while pointing to picture 
• Explores a book by grasping, mouthing, 

shaking, crumbling pages, etc. 

• Allow baby to manipulate the book 
• Be responsive! Use all the elements of 
• responsive interactions (CDS, touch, 

gestures, etc.) 
• Read with lots of expression 
• Comment on what you see on the page 
• Ask closed questions --- answer your 

own questions, using well-formed 
sentences 

• PAT the vocabulary! 

8-12 
months 

• Laughs or smiles when recognizing a 
picture 

• Points to individual pictures 
• Shows preference for a favorite page 

by searching for it 
• Points to the picture and vocalizes, 

such as with rising intonation 
• Makes animal or other appropriate 

sounds in book 
• Helps adult turn pages 
• Shows more interest in looking at 

pages 

• Allow baby to help turn pages of the book 
• Give meaning (interpret) and respond to all 

attempts to communicate 
• Answer your own questions, using simple, 

well-formed sentences 
• Pair your words with gestures or pointing 
• Point and give the name (label) for 

everything – talk about the illustrations 
• PAT the vocabulary 



 
   

 
 
  

 
 

   
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 

  
 

  
  
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

 
 
 

 
 

 
  

 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
   
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

   
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Supporting Children’s Early Reading–Related Behaviors 

12-18 
months 

• Names objects pictured 
• Uses book babble to imitate the sound of 

reading 
• Points to picture and asks “What’s that?” 
• Relates an object or action in the book to 

the real world 
• Selects texts based on content, 

demonstrating some understand of what 
the book is about 

• Imitates adult’s behavior by pointing to 
words or pictures 

• Brings book to adult to read 
• Mimics the sounds of reading 
• Turns pages well 
• Turns an inverted book right side up 

• Engage in more detailed comments about 
the illustrations on the page 

• Restate/expand what the child says using 
well-formed sentences 

• Pair words with gestures and pictures 
• Use Tier 1 words 
• Ask closed questions, e.g., who is, do you 

think, was she awake, etc.? 
• PAT the vocabulary and do Think Alouds 

18-24 
months 

• Chimes in during reading of predictable 
text 

• Begins to use 2-4 word sentences (e.g., 
dog running). 

• Performs an action mentioned in the book 
• Shows empathy for characters 
• Talks about the characters and events in 

ways that suggest understanding 
• Describes illustrations using own words 
• Fills in the next word when adult 

pauses when reading predictable text 
• Begins to search more thoroughly for a 

book – in basket, shelf, etc. 
• Reads to self and pretends to read to dolls 

or stuffed animals 

• Expand what the child says, using a more 
complex sentence 

• Use Tier 1 words 
• Ask closed questions and provided a couple 

of choices 
• Use PAT (Point-Act-Tell) to reinforce 

vocabulary (point to the word, act out what 
it represents, tell its meaning in a child 
friendly definition) 

• Do Think Alouds 

24-30 
months 

• Uses more complex sentences when 
talking about the book 

• Asks questions and answers simple 
questions during the story reading 

• Plays with the story language outside of 
the story reading context 

• Links situations in the book to situations 
outside the book, e.g., reenacts events 
and recites lines. 

• Recites entire phrases from a favorite 
story 

• Protests when adult misreads or skips a 
word in a familiar predictable text 

• Use Tier 2 words in book and outside of 
book 

• PAT the vocabulary! 
• Use Think Alouds to help children connect 

events in the story and make conclusions 
about what is being read 

• Expand on the characters’ feelings 
• Make connections between the books and 

real experiences in the toddlers’ lives 
• Ask open-ended questions, e.g., how, why, 

what happened? 
• Invite the child’s thoughts on the book 
• Elaborate on the children’s responses 
• Don’t drill or quiz! 

Adapted from: Shickedanz, J.A. and Collins, M.F. 2013. So Much More than the ABCs: The Early Phases of 
Reading and Writing, 




