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YOU’RE NEVER TOO YOUNG FOR

The Developmental Benefits of Sharing Books
with Babies, Children and Young People
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If somebody asks you 
what your favourite 
children’s book is, does 
one immediately spring 
to mind? Maybe you 
feel spoilt for choice? 
Or maybe that question 
makes you stop in your 
tracks because you 
never really developed 
a passion for books? 
Perhaps the thought of 
reading triggers feelings 

of anxiety and reawakens 
tricky childhood 
memories? We all have 
different relationships 
with books and reading, 
not everyone has had 
positive experience. This 
leaflet is not intended to 
provoke shame or guilt, 
it’s about exploring all the 
benefits to reading and 
hopefully inspire you to 
give it a go.

YOU’RE NEVER TOO YOUNG

Written by
Kate Jackson
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DEVELOPMENTAL BENEFITS OF SHARING BOOKS

GROWING THE BRAIN
The architecture of the brain is an amazing thing, 
which is shaped by experience.  Being read to and 
reading to oneself grows the brain by changing 
and making new connections in different areas 
of the brain, dependent upon the nature of the 
book.  

ATTACHMENT AND BONDING
Sharing books with your child can be a special 
time to bond one to one.  For young babies, 
the sound of your voice can be calming and 
soothing.  As they develop, you may notice your 
little one physically responding to the rhythm of 
your voice with the movement of their limbs.  Lift-
the-flap books can help babies and toddlers to 
understand the concept of ‘object permanence’ 
i.e. that things and people still exist even when 
they are out of sight – an important milestone in 
attachment.  Reading to your child as part of a 
bedtime routine can help them to wind down and 
relax ready for sleep.

THE SENSES
Black and white books are perfect for young 
babies whose vision is not fully developed, 
because they stimulate the visual system. The 
high contrast nature of the images makes it much 
easier for babies to see them as they stand out 
amidst a usually blurry environment. This is why 
babies can become absorbed by books of bold 
black and white pictures and patterns.  Board 
books and textured books provide a great 
combination of oral and tactile stimulation. One 
of the ways babies find out about their world is 
by putting things in their mouth to explore taste 
and texture.  Noisy books are often much loved 
by youngsters who delight in pressing the sound 
effects again and again as they master cause 
and effect’, even if this joy isn’t always mutually 
experienced by parents and carers!

SPEECH AND LANGUAGE
Reading and engaging your child in conversation 
about books promotes their speech and language 
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DEVELOPMENTAL BENEFITS OF SHARING BOOKS

skills. For younger children, asking simple 
questions in an enthusiastic sing-song voice helps 
their understanding. If you have ever wondered 
why your toddler or pre-school child wants to hear 
the same story again for the 29th night in a row, 
it is because young children learn from repetition! 
Try supporting their need to do this by retelling 
the story whilst focusing on a different element 
each time. For older children, try exploring 
characters, setting, emotion and encourage your 
child to predict how the plot progresses. 

Also, gently check for understanding of language 
to avoid confusion or frustration creeping in.  
Research highlights the benefits of very early 
exposure to reading.  For example, children 
who were read to as new-borns, tend to have a 
larger vocabulary than children of the same age 
who were not read to. Children also appear to 
be better prepared to start reading on their own 
when they have been exposed to more words at 
an early age.

EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Being read to and reading independently are 
wonderful ways of developing emotional literacy. 

This involves learning what emotions are, how and 
why they develop, recognising your own feelings 
accurately and sharing them appropriately as well 
as recognising and responding to the emotions 
of others appropriately.  Even new-born babies 
can be exposed to feelings sensitively by the 
different sounds you use when you are reading 
to them.  Books can provide children with a safe 
way to learn about emotions in relation to a 
range of experiences for example, potty training, 
a new sibling, moving to a new house, bullying 
or bereavement. Books can help children with 
perspective taking and empathy. 

CREATIVITY AND IMAGINATION
Research into the brain shows that reading 
enhances the mind and imagination by stimulating 
the brain’s right hemisphere, which is the creative, 
intuitive side. 

FINE MOTOR SKILLS
Holding a book, opening and closing it, turning 
the pages and lifting flaps all help with the 
development of fine motor skills in the fingers, 
hands and wrists.



HERE’S THE 
PROCESS...
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Did you know that there is a certain process 
we go through when trying to make sense 
of visual images? 

This is called Symbolic Development. When we are first born, we 
are particularly interested in people’s faces, our eyesight is poor 
and we predominately see in black and white. All of this is really 
useful knowledge as we can adapt our story telling abilities to 
the right developmental stage. For example, for a baby we may 
want to focus on stories that involve real life physical objects, 
alongside the person telling the story, ensure that we are close 
to their faces – about 12 inches away, we may want to use white 
or black card behind the item we are holding, as this helps with 
focus.  

We of-course want to make the story really simple, again see our 
YouTube channel for some examples.

CLICK HERE TO VISIT OUR YOUTUBE CHANNEL

INTERESTING INFO

Real item
Miniature of the item
Photograph of the 
item
Photograph of a non-
identical item
Line drawing of the 
item
Symbol of the item
Written word of the 
item

If you’d like to know more 
about this CLICK HERE.So, 
when we are story telling, 
let’s pitch our stories at the 
right developmental stage 
and have some fun with it.

The more that you read, the more 
things you will know. The more that 
you learn, the more places you’ll go.

DR. SEUESS

“ “
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WAYS TO ADAPT STORIES

SOCIAL STORIES
These were created by Carol Gray in 1991 to 
improve the social skills of children, young people 
and adults with autistic spectrum disorder. They 
provide a short description of an activity, event or 
situation and include specific information about 
what to expect and why. 

Social stories can be used in many ways including 
helping with the development of self-care skills, 
coping with changes in routines, managing 
feelings safely, sequencing activities, planning and 
organising.  Information is presented in a literal, 
concrete manner to enhance understanding and 
reduce ambiguity. 

Social stories are tailored to meet the needs of the 
individual reading the story. They can significantly 
reduce anxiety by preparing and structuring a 
person’s life.  

CLICK HERE FOR MORE INFORMATION

THERAPEUTIC STORIES
These can help to bring about healing for 
children, young people and adults. They can be 
created in different ways, according to individual 
need. ‘Literal stories’ are where the individual is 
consciously transported into their own personal 
story about a future activity, event or situation that 
they are concerned about for example, moving 
school.  

The story will take the individual factually through 
what is likely to happen, the feelings that may 
be experienced and how to cope with them and 
typically provides a reassuring ending.  

Stories with ‘therapeutic metaphors’ tend to 
work more at the unconscious level, for instance, 
having some parallels to the individual’s own 
experiences, rather than directly incorporating the 
individual and depicting their specific struggles. 
Therapeutic metaphors can help provide safe 



07

distancing from tricky subject matter, helping 
to keep the individual within their window of 
tolerance and able to function more effectively. 

CLICK HERE FOR SOME EXAMPLES OF 
THERAPEUTIC STORIES RELATING TO THE 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC. 

SENSORY STORIES
These were originally developed to provide 
opportunities for children with profound and 
multiple learning disabilities to take part in 
story telling experiences. A sensory story usually 
consists of ten sentences or less, and each 
sentence is paired with a sensory stimulus.  

Carefully chosen stimuli can help tell the story 
in their own right, enabling the story to be 
understood equally by those who understand 
spoken words and those who do not.  Sensory 
stories can be carefully adjusted to meet the 

needs of children and young people across 
mainstream and special education settings from 
early years through to secondary school and even 
beyond. 

CLICK HERE to see Bryony Rust, a speech 
and language therapist explain how to create 
sensory stories. 

STORY MASSAGE
This programme offers a fun, respectful and 
interactive way of combining the creativity of 
story with the benefits of positive touch. It is 
suitable for all ages and all abilities. 

CLICK HERE for more information on this.

You can ffiind magic 
wherever you look. Sit 
back and relax, all you 

need is a book.
DR. SEUESS

“ “
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TOP TIPS FOR SHARING BOOKS

Read to your child regardless of how old they 
are – start as soon as you can… even read to 
your bump as this will help baby to learn to 
recognise your voice!

Model an enjoyment of reading books at 
home.

Follow your child’s lead in terms of what 
types of books interest them when they can 
demonstrate a preference.

Try and embrace repetition – young children 
derive a sense of comfort from hearing the 
same stories over and over again and it helps 
them to learn.

If your child or young person has a favourite 
book, it’s sometimes great to act scenes 
out of the book.  We’ve also used soft toys 
or puppets to retell the story. This helps 
to create a greater sense of empathy for 
the characters and may even lead into the 
child making up their own version.  As a 
by-product, this increases imaginative skills, 
creativity, confidence, self-esteem and as a 
result innovation may occur. 
CLICK HERE to see  example stories on 
our YouTube channel.  

However, if you are really struggling with 
boredom, you could occasionally replace 
your new-born’s book with extracts from your 

own book or newspaper for a change.New-
born babies cannot understand words but 
will find it soothing if you continue to read 
in a gentle sing-song, up and down manner!

If your child lacks confidence, create a cosy 
reading den or space where they can read 
with you. Alternatively, encourage them to 
try reading to their favourite teddy or to curl 
up with their book and the family pet. 

Extreme reading challenge: Where is the 
most unusual place you can read a book? 
Take photographs of family members 
reading in extreme locations/situations. 
Always remember to set limits beforehand to 
maintain safety!

As mentioned in our Hide and Seek literature, 
at times of stress, loss or crisis, children may 
‘regress’ meaning they return to behaviours 
more typical of a younger child. This tends 
to be a child’s way of communicating their 
fear and anxiety. At such times, we have 
experienced some older children seeking out 
story times again. They may even find their 
old baby blanket in the back of the wardrobe 
and snuggle up whilst you read them an old 
favourite or one of their baby brother or 
sister’s books.  Responding sensitively will 
help reduce your child’s anxiety as they will 
feel accepted and loved unconditionally.
CLICK HERE to check out our free Hide & 
Seek guide.
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INTRAQUEST TEAM FAVOURITES 

“I love ‘You Choose’, 
it’s great for sparking 
imagination and promoting 
imaginary stories within each 
page.  My children never 
tired of it and each time 
you could find something 
different to talk about.”
HELEN

 “I love reading this to 
children. It reminds us that 
some days we feel big and 
strong and ready to take 
on the world, and other 
days we feel very small 
and scared. This story 
reinforces the idea of us 
having someone that cares 
for us no matter what our 
feelings are.”
HELEN

“Love is not always 
easy to measure but the 
characters in this story find 
a way to express just how 
much they treasure each 
other. A beautiful and 
comforting story.”
KATE

“I really do enjoy the ‘Harry 
Potter’ books. There’s 
so much creativity and 
imagination in these, that 
they not only increase 
vocabulary use, but also 
have the ability to inspire, 
to improve creativity and 
imaginative skills. They also 
really lend themselves to 
dramatisation, where children 
can re-enact scenes or use 
toys to represent characters. 
This can really support skills 
in empathy development…
so many possibilities and all 
great fun!”
JEN

“For our younger children, 
I love the ‘Where’s Spot?’ 
series and ‘Dear Zoo’. The 
repetition and simplicity 
of the text really helps 
the children to increase 
their own vocabulary use 
and has even caused 
some of our youngest 
IntraQuesters to make up 
their own stories! It’s a joy 
to see. It’s also fantastic 
for processing the 
developmental stage of 
‘object permanence’. Fab 
book all round!”
JEN

 “I love The Twits by Roald 
Dahl. It makes me belly 
laugh every single time 
I read it. I don’t know if 
it’s because I have a big 
old beard like Mr Twit or 
because I love the devious 
pranks they play on each 
other. There’s just such a 
sense of fun in Mr and Mrs 
Twits wind-ups (despite 
their nastiness). I don’t 
know how they manage to 
stay so grumpy even after 
all the laughs they have.”
JAMES
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