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It really is, and you’d better believe it, because if you don’t think it’s fun, chances are that the children 

you’re teaching won’t find it fun with you. And if they don’t think it’s fun they may not master it. But 

they will master it, of course, because reading is closely allied to stories, and all children love stories! 

Reading letters of the alphabet 

More and more children in Latin America are starting to read in English at earlier and earlier ages, 

because many start learning English these days at kindergarten. This means that they’re learning to 

read in English at virtually the same time as they’re learning to read in their mother tongue. Thankfully, 

this is not too big a problem as they’re working with basically the same alphabets. 

So let’s get started. The first step in reading is to recognise letters and relate them to sounds. Way back, 

the ancient Egyptians saw this as a problem, and they invented hieroglyphics, a system of writing in 

which sounds (and some syllables and words) were represented by pictures, and therefore easy to read. 

And not only easy to read, but fun to read, too. 

Well, when teaching young children to read we can do something similar. All you need 

is hair gel and zip-up plastic bags. Write a letter on the board, point to it and say it. 

Then get the children to write the letter on their gel-filled bags and read it out loud – 

much more fun and much more memorable than just reading the letter from the board. 

Reading words 

The next step in reading is to join the letters together to make words. This is always a problem because 

beginner readers tend to read the letters individually, and not run them together (c…a…t). They find it 

difficult to blend the sounds of letters into complete words. Yet again, we can adapt hieroglyphics to 

the job in hand. Give them words to read, but give them pictures too. 

                    cat                                                 dog                                            pig 

That makes it easy for children to say the written words successfully. They look at the pictures and 

‘read’ the words. No problem! Of course, we all know that they’re relying heavily on the pictures. But 

after they’ve read this way several times, give them the words without the pictures. You’ll soon see 

that they can now read them perfectly, and they’ll no longer be reading each letter separately. They’ll 

be seeing the words as a whole, conceptually, as if they were the pictures they represent! 

Reading simple sentences 

After working with individual words, the next step is to put a few simple 

words together to make a sentence. Stick to the words the children 

already know, some from oral activities. Help them read the sentence 

word by word by getting them to point at the words as they read them. 

I    l i k e    t h e    c a t. 

                              



After that the children will be able to read ‘I like the dog’, ‘I like the pig’ and so on, with or without 

pictures. Yes, they’ll be reading sentences, and they’ll deserve a lot of praise from the teacher! 

Remember little children like to please their teacher! Don’t forget to be generous with your praise! 

 

Moving along 

As the children gradually get older it’s important to gradually up the reading challenge, of course. They 

won’t learn to read at higher levels simply because they want to please their teacher. They must have 

a reason to want to read. The reading material should be more and more meaningful, about fun things 

that young children can relate to. And don’t abandon pictures! There’s a reason why all children’s early 

reading books have pictures! Pictures are an important aid to comprehension. Children will find no 

point in reading if they don’t understand what they’re reading about. Look at this simple example.  

 

 

 

 

Bunny is very hungry. 

Yummy! 

 

 

 

 

Bunny likes flowers. 

Yummy! 

 

 

 

 

Bunny likes carrots. 

Yummy! 
 

The teacher should read aloud first, all the time making sure that the children have time to look at the 

pictures, and that they’re running a finger along under the words as they listen to them. Stop after each 

part of the story for the children to act out the meaning: hopping like rabbits, rubbing their tummies, 

eating flowers, and so on. Active participation is what makes the story real fun! Then the children read 

the story aloud in chorus. Reading together builds up their confidence. Notice the importance of 

repetition. Once the children have read the first page or two of the story they can read the rest of the 

story easily – Bunny likes cabbage. Bunny likes apples. etc. – because they have the pictures and the 

written words to help them, and it’s fun guessing a bit. 

The great thing with this approach is that all the children in the group will be successful. When children 

are successful they feel good! They enjoy reading! They want to read more! That’s when you move onto 

the next step. Cover the pictures and get the children to read the story again. With so much previous 

practice, they’ll be able to do it, and that will make them feel like reading champions! Especially if you 

tell them they’re reading champions! 

 

Stories and reading 

We’ve already agreed that all children love stories, right? Stories are part of our culture as we grow up! 

But what types of stories are best for teaching children to read in English?  

Well, you won’t go far wrong if you choose simplified stories the children already know in their own 

language. If you can’t find what you’re looking for, you can easily simplify well-known stories yourself, 

and download pictures from the internet to go with them. Then all you have to do is run off copies for 

all the children in your class. Remember to keep the sentences short and write them in fairly large 

letters when you’re teaching young children to read. 



Why do these stories work so well? Precisely because the children already know what the story is about, 

so they can concentrate fully on reading the written words, and not have to think too much about the 

meaning at the same time. 

     

       

     

This is Little Red Riding Hood. 

 

 

 

She is in the forest. 

          

 

 

Oh no! Look! It’s the Big Bad Wolf! 

 

The children look at the pictures first and talk about what they can see. Then they read the sentences. 

Nobody feels lost! And children love to hear and read the same stories again and again. 

 

Tricky words 

‘Tricky words’ are ones that don’t look like how they sound. There are many in English, including very 

common ones, and not many in Spanish. The sentences above have some very common ‘tricky words’ 

in them. They’re words teachers tend not to focus on very much when teaching, but which appear often 

in all stories. Young children, including British and American ones, tend to struggle with them. 

The very common ‘tricky words’ in the story above are: 

- this, tricky because of the sound for ‘th’ (which doesn’t even exist in Latin American Spanish).  

- she, tricky because of the sound for ‘sh’ (which is rare in Spanish, perhaps occurring only in some 

Mexican indigenous names, like Xola and Xel-Há). 

- the, tricky because of the different sound for ‘th’ (again not existing in Latin American Spanish). 

How can we help children learn to read ‘tricky words’? First write the ones that come up repeatedly on 

flashcards, and find a couple of minutes every class to hold them up, so that the children can practise 

reading them. Other very common ‘tricky words’ for young learners include he, we, that, these, those, 

was, do and does. When the children are quite good at recognizing the words on the flashcards, you 

can make little domino pieces or memory cards for the children to read and match. Remember games 

are fun, so that’s one way to go! 

 

Comprehension 

It’s important that children at all stages of reading should be given the chance to show the teacher that 

they understand what they’re reading. Traditionally, this has usually meant some kind of formal 

exercise (true and false statements, questions, fill-in sentences, etc.). With young children learning to 

read in a foreign language, we should make it more fun than that! 

 Almost from the very beginning children can read and then act out what they have read, like miming 

the story, as in ‘The Hungry Bunny’ example. 

 Then very soon they can move on to acting out and telling stories using their own words. Making 

puppets to act out and tell the stories they’ve read can be a lot of fun. 

 Stories with rhyme are great for early learners. The teacher should read the story out loud, while the 

children follow the words in their books or on a worksheet. Pause for them to guess the rhyming words.  



Here’s an example. The basic story is Rapunzel, but adapted for our purposes.  

“Rapunzel, Rapunzel! Let down your hair!” 

Unfortunately, the tower is so high that Rapunzel can’t hear, so she throws down 

all the wrong things. It’s all very irritating for the prince! 

 

 

 

 

“I said hair!  

I didn’t say  

bear!” 

 

 

 

 

“I said hair. 

I didn’t say 

………!” 

 

 

 

 

“I said hair. 

I didn’t say  

………!” 

 

 

 

In the end the prince’s horse is very angry! 

“You said hair! 

Leave the silly girl up 

…….!” 

The children listen to and read the story, and shout out the missing words. It’s easy and fun because 

the missing words all rhyme! And it proves that they’re understanding what they’re listening to and reading! 

 

As young readers get older 

As children get older you have to give them older-type challenges. Here’s one suggestion for older 

children. All the children should have a story exercise book, and they can write their own stories in it. 

Once a week give each child a picture. It could be a photograph, a picture cut out of a coloured 

magazine, or just be a picture from the internet. The children have to stick the picture they receive into 

their story exercise book. Then they have to write a short story that they invent using the picture they 

received to give them ideas. 

Here’s a story written by a nine year old. 

His picture showed an angry looking tree, 

and this is the story he wrote. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



So where does reading come in? Easy! When all the children have finished writing their stories, a story-

reading session follows. Every child has to read his or her story to the rest of the class! 

 

Round Up 

Teaching reading can be a lot of fun for children, and for teachers as well. Not only can it be, it must 

be. By teaching children how to read you are opening up all sorts of exciting possibilities for them. 

Reading is a vital skill in life, and reading in English is now important for more and more people. So 

make reading a really important part of your English class. Be varied and imaginative in your approach 

– and have lots of fun! 
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