A need to read: What parents can do to encourage summer reading
Summer slide. Although it sounds like some kind of toy, educators use the phrase to describe the dangerous loss in skills that occurs during the months of summer vacation - particularly reading proficiency.

"Reading is a skill like anything else," says Fran Thomforde, elementary reading supervisor for Knox County Schools. "Students who continue to read continue to grow. If not, skills come to a standstill. Kids who are marginal readers lose even more ground and experience more significant loss."

How much loss? "Evidence suggests three months of learning is lost for the average student who doesn't read during the summer," says Richard Allington, professor of literacy at the University of Tennessee. "The loss can be as much as three to five months for struggling readers and students from low-income families who have little access to books."

The bad news is that summer slide is virtually inevitable unless steps are taken to prevent it. The good news is that your child doesn't have to read mountains of books to keep his or her skills sharp. Allington suggests younger readers (third grade and below) aim for 15 minutes of reading a day during the summer. Older students should read five or more books during summer vacation to keep from losing ground.

How can you get your children reading - and keep them reading - this summer? Here are some suggestions:

Make reading a family affair
"Parents need to model reading," says Thomforde, who advises parents to talk with their children about books. "Have discussions about what you and your kids are reading. This shows kids that the person they look up to values reading." Ask questions like: "Why did you like that book? Why was that character interesting? What new words have you learned?"

Another way to make reading a family activity is to read aloud to your child, even if he can read to himself. Parents of older children often overlook the value of this activity. "Listening comprehension builds reading comprehension," says Alanna Eikenberry, literacy coach for Knox County Schools.

Make the library part of your plans 
The library's summer reading program is for everyone: children, teens and adults. Reading - or listening, for those too young to read - is rewarded with prizes, which for children includes a booklet of coupons good for treats from local businesses. "By the end of summer, kids have gotten to read all kinds of cool books. Then they can use their coupons to visit lots of cool places free," says Libby Nelson, Fountain City Branch Library manager.

On Saturday at World's Fair Park, Knox County Library's fifth annual Children's Festival of Reading will kickoff the summer library clubs.

The library also offers many family-friendly events. This summer's lineup including programs with a magician, a storyteller and the Knoxville Zoo. "Get involved with what's going on at the library during the summer," says Marilyn Jones, Farragut Branch Library manager. "These events are fun and give you a good excuse to come back to the library to get more books."

Make reading part of your routine
"Set aside a time each day, like 15-20 minutes after supper or before bed," suggests Jones. Another idea is having a daily "quiet time" for reading. "When it's hot outside, grab a book and relax. Take a break from all the summer activities," she says.

For nonreaders, parents can use regularly occurring activities as an opportunity for reading. "Read to your kids during passive times like eating, bath time or settling down for naps," advises Nelson. Listening to books on tape in the car is another way to turn idle time into reading time for both readers and nonreaders.

Make it fun and easy to enjoy 
Many times parents get hung up on whether their children are reading books written for their grade level. This can be a mistake. "What kids need to engage in is 'high success reading,' " says Allington, who defines that as reading at 99 percent word recognition and 90 percent comprehension. "Success breeds success. Hard reading doesn't produce much growth and can turn kids off from reading."

Instead, parents should let their children choose books according to their interests and comfort level. Reading need not be limited to books, either. Magazines are a great alternative because they can be tailored to a child's interest.

"Let them read whatever they want to read in summer," says Nelson. "If it's not on their age level, don't worry about it. As long as their face is in a book or some kind of reading material, that's what's important."

