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Focusing on pre-literate children in English-
speaking environments, Reading Magic: Why 
Reading Aloud to Our Children Will Change 
Their Lives Forever by Mem Fox is a book in-
tended for parents and adults caring for 
young children;; however, I believe this 
book can be used as a valuable tool for 
teachers of English as foreign/second lan-
guage for young children. Providing much 
insight into how children acquire literacy 
skills, this book not only explains the im-
portance of reading aloud to children but 
will assist teachers in developing techniques 
that are most appropriate for young stu-
dents. In all, the book presents useful me-
thods for enhancing 
learning experience.  

Ranging from personal stories and tes-
timonials to expert advice on the effects of 
reading aloud to children, this book is com-
prehensible with fifteen insightful chapters. 
The book itself -start in 
the field of literacy and continues with her 
explorations into the effects of how reading 
aloud to children actually works. Besides 
sharing her experiences, this book supplies 
useful information on how parents should 
approach reading aloud to their children. In 
addition to the book content, readers will 
find a useful list of other books written by 
Fox, which includes both chil
and books for adults.  

d yet smart 
writing style, she manages to explain why 
reading aloud is so vital for young children. 
In Chapter One, The Foot Book Miracle, she 
describes first-handedly how her daughter 
was able to learn how to read by the early 

age of four. At first, Fox assumed that her 
i-

nary measures. It was only after a brief, but 
eye-opening discussion with her daugh
teacher, that she realized why her daughter 
was able to read she could read, because 
she had been read to. Because of this pivot-
al moment as a parent, Fox redirected her 
teaching career from being a drama profes-
sor to becoming a literacy advocate.  

As an example of how she promotes li-
teracy, in Chapter Two, The Magic in Action, 
Fox describes her successful demonstration 
of the effects of reading aloud on a national 
television program in Australia. In the show, 
she worked with the parents of a three-year-
old boy. In this miraculous televised event, 
Fox taught the boy to read a line from a 
book within fifteen minutes of the read-
aloud session. Humbly, she describes how 
this feat was accomplished. By carefully se-
lecting books containing simple rhymes, 
rhythm and repetition, the boy was able to 
comprehend and begin to read. Using 
rhymes is well known as a useful tool for 
developing reading skills. Because of their 
repetitive nature, rhymes provide a natural 
rhythm which children find enjoyable (Scott 
& Ytreberg, 1990, p. 27;; Walter, 2004, p. 40). 
Additionally, Fox (2001) discusses how the 
read aloud experience helps create condi-
tions conducive for reading;; she describes 
the exchange between the two of them as 

xcited game 
That is, by making an ac-

tivity fun, reading aloud can be an unforget-
table and importantly, an enjoyable event 
for a child (Phillips, 1993, p. 6). According 
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to Fox (2001), reading aloud needs to be an 
interactive experience based on the relation-
ship between the child, the book and the 
adult, such that it is a bonding experience 
that can enrich the lives of both parent and 
child (p. 10).  

In lieu of discussing the problems as-
sociated with literacy, Fox optimistically 
discusses how reading problems can be easi-
ly prevented in Chapter Three, Birth, Brains, 
and Beyond. Because reading issues can be 
addressed in early childhood, Fox (2001) 

support of this argument, Fox provides data 
explaining the brain development of a 
child -five percent of a 

evelo
13). Fortunately, parents and teachers can 
work with young individuals to help contin-
ue this growth by routinely talking, reading, 
and singing to the children in their lives.  

In discussing the many benefits of 
reading aloud to children in Chapter Three, 
Fox sug
thousand stories read aloud before they be-
gin to read for them
possible, a child should be read aloud three 
stories a day avorite, one familiar, 
and one new, but the same book three times 

e-
minds us that the book should not just be 
read, but the reader and child should inte-
ract;; rag-
es children to participate actively even when 
they ca  18;; Walter, 
2004, p. 49). To illustrate the helpfulness of 

 
A friend of mine with an eleven-
month-old son has picture books 
lying around the house for him 
to look at alone anytime, as well 
as treasured autographed hard-
cover copies that she keeps out 

shall we get down the special 

anticipation. He almost trembles 
because he knows that when the 
special books come down, he 
and his mother will read them 

talk about this and that in the 
-19). 

Before describing when and how to 
read aloud in Chapter Five (Keep It Regular) 
and Chapter Six (And Do It Like This), 
Chapter Four, The Power, discusses the 

 aloud. By sharing expe-
riences teaching professionals have had with 
reading aloud, Fox illustrates how schools 
can help promote literacy especially for 
children who have not been read to at home.  

For those children who are fortunate 
enough to have parents that are able to read 
aloud to them, Fox suggests that the earlier 
reading aloud begins, the more beneficial it 
will be for the child (Fox, 2001, p. 31). Be-
sides reading frequently, it is recommended 
that reading should be a routine, which is 
done at approximately the same time every 
day and in an atmosphere that is comforta-
ble (Fox 2001;; Scott & Ytreberg, 1990, p. 
54). By creating a secure environment that 
is conducive to listening, students will be 
better equipped to pay attention and thus 
get the most out of the experience (Scott & 
Ytreberg, 1990, p. 28).  

Regarding how one should read aloud, 
Fox believes that reading should be done 
expressively through body movement, facial 
expressions, and voice (Fox, 2001, p. 40). 

rstand 
them better when they come to read them 

aloud: familiar words words heard often 
previously are always easier to read than 

  
In the second half of the book, the au-

thor presents the linguistic aspect of reading 
aloud to children. Beginning with Chapter 
Seven, Getting the Most Out of It, Fox high-
lights what I feel would be the most valua-
ble aspect of reading aloud for teachers of 
ESL/EFL to children. Because young lan-
guage learners may not be able to read Eng-

 suggestions in this section, about 
the importance of providing a language-rich 
oral and aural environment, are especially 
helpful (Fox, 2001, p. 62). Although Fox 
addresses concerns such as the use of con-
textualized reading as opposed to the use of 
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phonics to develop literacy skills, she still 
manages to meet the reader somewhere in 
the middle of this contentious issue. By dis-
cussing the use of both top-down and the 
bottom-up approaches, this book will most 
likely appeal to those advocating an interac-
tive approach to ESL/EFL reading who say 

a-
ture, involving the application of higher or-
der mental processes and background 
knowledge as well as features of the text it-

 
Even though this book addresses both 

approaches to reading, Fox seemingly sides 
with the top-down approach when it comes 
to developing literacy skills;; however, she is 
not completely closed to the idea of phonics. 
When discussing the bottom-up approach, 
she shares similar views to Scott and Ytre-
berg, believing that it should be used spa-
ringly and in association with reading (Scott 
& Ytreberg, 1990, p. 51;; Fox, 2001, p. 63). 
Because the bottom-up approach consists 
of building n-
ner  (Hud-
son, 2007, pp. 33 - 34), Fox favors the use 
of contextualized reading. By using what 

ack-to-front-to-
method, this book describes to the reader 
how she believes reading should be taught. 
Beginning with full stories and not with sin-
gle letters or words, the teaching of reading 

i-
vidual letters and 
never start with phonics (Fox, 2001, p. 62;; 
Walter, 2004, p. 48). In addition to the use 
of whole language strategies, the author dis-
cusses the significance of using books that 
are well illustrated. In fact, she would prob-
ably agree with the sentiment that the illu-
strations are as important as the words in 
books that are read to young children (Scott 
&Ytreberg, 1990, p. 53;; Fox, 2001, p. 58).  

In Chapter Eight, The First Secret of 
Reading: The Magic of Print, Chapter Nine, The 
Second Secret of Reading: The Magic of Language, 
and Chapter Ten, The Third Secret of Reading: 
The Magic of General Knowledge, the book in-
forms parents and teachers that there is 
more to reading than just having a child 
sound out written words on a page of a 
book (Fox, 2001, 75;; see also Walter, 2004). 

Fox vehemently believes that reading goes 
beyond the pronunciation of words. She de-
scribes reading as 
actual reading requires decoding and assign-
ing meaning to print (Fox, 2001, p. 75;; Wal-
ter, 2004, p. 46). Fox suggests exposing 
children to as much print as possible will 
help them become familiar with the way let-
ters, words and phrases sound (2001, p. 77).  

For teachers of young children who 
are also English language learners, in addi-
tion to assisting children in recognizing 
print, it is necessary to help them learn the 
characteristics of the English language, in-
cluding punctuation, sentence and para-
graph structures, and so forth (Fox, 2001, p. 
84). Fox includes suggestions for these 
teachers in Chapter Nine, The Second Secret of 
Reading: The Magic of Language, including using 
songs and rhymes to help students learn the 
rhythmic pattern of the English language 
(Fox, 2001, pp. 24-25). According to Fox, 

d
(2001, p. 85). She further provides informa-
tion from literacy experts who say that 
children who know a minimum of eight 
nursery rhymes by the age of four have 
been known to be above average readers by 
the age of eight (Fox, 2001, p. 85).  

The third and 
according to Fox is explained in Chapter 
Ten, The Third Secret of Reading: The Magic of 
General Knowledge. This element of reading 

(Walter, 2004, p. sing 
schema is not stated explicitly, but is clearly 
understood as a supported theory that is 
recognized in the field of literacy develop-
ment (Hudson, 2007, p. 47;; Richard-Amato, 
2003, p. 248). Because applying previous 
notions to new i
or hinder understand
is necessary to guide language learners 
through this process (Richard-Amato, 2003, 
p. 248). For that purpose, parents and 
teachers should help language learners con-
nect old knowledge with new knowledge in 
an effort to avoid the possibility for a reader 

yet 
x-
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pronounce printed words, but are unsuc-
cessful comprehending what is being read 
(Fox, 2001, pp. 99-100).  

One of the most interesting points Fox 
makes in Chapter Ten addresses reading as-
sessment. She feels that reading aloud for 
children should not be used as a measure of 
their literacy abilities;; when a child reads 
aloud in a class or in front of a parent, it 
does not permit the interaction that is ne-
cessary for comprehension (Fox, 2001, p. 
103). This agrees with Scott and Ytreberg, 
who stated that having students read aloud 

y ineffi-

educational setting (1990, p. 57).  
o-

gether in Chapter Eleven, What Happens 
When the Three Secrets of Reading Come Together, 
by including suggestions for readers who 
may be having problems getting their child 
to read. Fox recommends using books to 
play games with the child. Additionally, it 
may be helpful if the child learns how to 
skim in order to speed up the rate at which 
they read. Furthermore, it may be beneficial 
if the adult reads to the child the pages that 
were difficult instead of having them read 
aloud.  

Chapter Twelve,  is 
helpful for parents and teachers in that it 
answers questions about which types of 
books are best for specific age groups, for 
example e.g. babies, toddlers, and younger 
children. Obviously, Fox advocates owning 
as many books as possible and visiting the 
library as often as possible. She refers to 

can read them over and over again, thereby 
gaining all the benefits of the repetition of 

ot-
n-

volve a plot, which revolves around some 
type of trouble

 (Fox, 
2001, p. 130). Another genre of books that 
helps develop well-rounded literacy skills 
are fairy stories and tales. Because fairy tales 
rely on the mental imagery of the children 
and use few pictures to help tell the story, 
the child is required to pay attention and 

134). Although Fox takes the time to dis-
cuss varieties of books for children, it 
would be even more beneficial for the read-
er if she had included the comprehensive 
list of recommended books that can be 
found on her website at www.memfox.net.  

In Chapter thirteen, Television: The Good 
the Bad, and the Ugly, Fox makes an interest-
ing point about television by comparing it 
to reading. Although she is a literacy advo-
cate, Fox in no way denies why children 
might be drawn to television over books. 
Surprisingly, Fox validates her view of 

r-

who are learning how to read (p. 140). Since 
Fox does not clarify what she means by 

e
this as an ideal method for developing lite-
racy skills in an ESL/EFL reading envi-
ronment. Despite this, she clearly and sens-
ibly states that children are attracted to 
experiences that are enjoyable, exciting and 
stress-free. Often times, children who are 
not being read to, who are not reading in a 
situation that is ideal, or who lack a com-
fortable environment  will be less likely to 
see the enjoyment of reading. For that rea-
son, they may turn to the television instead 
of to books. Fox writes that it is the job of 
parents and teachers to make reading as ex-
citing and relaxing as watching television 
(Fox, 2001, p. 143).  

In Chapter fourteen, Troubleshooting, the 
book offers more recommendations for ad-
dressing reading problems for school-aged 
children. Fox explains that there are many 
reasons why a child may not be making 
progress. Most importantly, she says that 
poor progress is typically not t
fault. I think this a very important point for 
parents and teachers to be aware of;; the sit-
uation needs to be evaluated on a whole be-
fore placing blame on the child. According 
to Fox, the problem may be caused by the 
relationship between the teacher and stu-
dent or even the teacher and book (Fox, 
2001, pp. 145-146). 

In the last chapter of the book, Chap-
ter fifteen, The Proof, Fox recounts a story 
from a parent who began reading aloud to 

http://www.memfox.net/
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her child from birth. This brief story de-
monstrates how reading aloud really does 
work. Additionally, this last chapter leaves 
the reader feeling empowered and confident 
about having the ability to one day help de-
velop reading skills for children in their lives.  

In all, Fox, as an authority on literacy, 
does an excellent job educating the reader 
about how literacy skills are acquired with-
out using complicated jargon. Through her 
experiences, personal stories, and expert 
advice, the reader can easily go away with 
enough general knowledge of how to go 
about reading aloud for personal or profes-
sional situations. However, it should be 
kept in mind that this is a book geared to-

ward the general audience (e.g., parents and 
teachers), and as such may not suitable for 
an academic audience. The book does not 
provide careful documentation of informa-
tion that might interest an academically 
minded reader. Despite this small limitation, 
I feel that this book can still be used very 
effectively in an academic setting to sup-
plement a university-level literacy course or 
a course related to this topic. Importantly, 
Reading Magic: Why Reading Aloud to Our 
Children Will Change Their Lives Forever will 
not only enlighten, but will inspire the read-
er to learn more about the benefits of read-
ing aloud to children. 
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