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Empowering Families
Supporting African American Children’s Reading Development

By Julie A. Washington and Gennie R. Laramore

R eading is arguably the most important skill that 
children learn in school—and yet many children 
struggle to become strong readers.1 This is espe-
cially true of African American children. Children 

growing up in low-income, under-resourced neighborhoods 
often struggle with reading. But even among Black children in 
wealthier neighborhoods, learning to read can be a challenge. 
Recent results from the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress show that fewer than 20 percent of African American 
fourth-graders are strong readers and more than 50 percent are 
struggling with reading.2 

In this article, we are sounding the alarm to African American 
families! If your child is struggling to learn to read, there are many 

things that you can do at home to support them.* The questions 
we hope to address here are: (1) What’s most important for Afri-
can American children to become strong readers? and (2) What 
can you do to help your child? 

What’s Most Important for African American  
Children to Become Strong Readers? 
Throughout this issue of American Educator, we see that lots 
of things are essential for helping children learn to read, from 
developing their oral language and vocabulary to helping them 
hear the sounds that make up words to showing them how letters 
represent sounds. That’s all true for African American children 
too. But research suggests that there are three factors that have 
the most influence on reading growth for African American chil-
dren: language, access to reading materials, and practice reading. 

Language
Reading is not just about recognizing words on a page. Reading 
relies heavily on oral language (speaking) skills. Research has 
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shown that many African American children come to school 
using African American English (AAE), which is an oral lan-
guage variety that differs in important ways from the print that 
they will see in books.3 AAE is used by many African American 
children and adults in their families and communities. AAE 
influences learning to read, write, and spell, especially for 
children who use a lot of AAE when they talk. For these chil-
dren, there will be many instances when text does not match 
their oral language. When these mismatches are present, chil-
dren may need to take more time to resolve these differences 
between the way they talk and what they are trying to read. 
Resolving these differences can slow children down, contribut-
ing to their struggle to develop strong reading skills. The good 
news is that strength in any oral language variety—including 
AAE—can support strong reading skills. But children will need 
more time, exposure to text, and practice reading to do their 
best. If you do not have many books at home, you can ask your 
child’s teacher to send more books home for your child.

Books are written in General American English (GAE), 
not AAE. Reading will become easier as children continue 
to read, recognize, analyze, and resolve the differences that 
they encounter between their speech and text. For example, 
there are sound differences between GAE and AAE. The child 
who speaks AAE may say goal and gold the same way because 
dropping the last sound in a word is common in AAE. There 
are also differences in sentences between GAE and AAE. An 
AAE-speaking child may say, “The boy be runnin_ home from 
school to go to his frien_ house to watch his favorite show.” In 
text, the same idea may be written as “The boy runs home from 
school each day to watch his favorite show at his friend’s house.” 
The two sentences use different words and word orders, but 
they are both complex sentences that mean the same thing. The 
more children read, the more they will encounter the second 
sentence, supporting their ability to make connections between 
the way they say the sentence and how it appears in books. 

Access to Reading Materials
This analysis process is supported when African American chil-
dren have enough opportunities to read. Reading daily and read-
ing many different kinds of books provides valuable exposure 
to the language of texts. If a child does not have many books 
at home or does not have access to books, both their language 
and their literacy development can be impacted. In this case, 
difficulty with reading may not just be about learning to con-
nect oral AAE and text GAE, but about access to print combined 
with language differences. It is important for any child who uses 
an oral language that is different from print (including Spanish, 
Appalachian English, and other languages and varieties of Eng-
lish) to have strong reading instruction that is sensitive to these 
differences and more opportunities to read books.

In today’s digital age, access to technology and digital resources 
is increasingly important for reading development. Online 
libraries, e-books, educational websites, and interactive reading 
platforms all provide opportunities for engaging with text. It is 
also important to consider the content of the books you choose 
because representation matters in reading materials. Your child 
will benefit from seeing characters, stories, and experiences that 
reflect their own cultural background, identities, and interests. 

Practice Reading
Parents and caregivers can provide lots of opportunities for 
children to practice reading at home. You can read together, 
and your child should also read silently on their own. Encour-
age your child to read aloud to you or to younger siblings. Read-
ing aloud helps improve pronunciation, comprehension, and 
fluency (i.e., reading quickly, smoothly, and accurately). It also 
provides an opportunity for you to listen and offer guidance or 
support when needed. 

While you are reading books, be sure to talk about them. Talk-
ing about what has been read is an important way for you to help 
your child make connections to what is in the book—and a great 
way for you to find out if your child understands the book. This is 
especially important for children who are using AAE when they 
talk! Conversations between you and your child will help them 
better understand the meaning of the books that you are reading 
together and that they read on their own. Books about topics 
of high interest or about experiences that your child recognizes 
will also increase comprehension and motivation to continue 
reading practice. 

What Can You Do to Help Your Child?
The good news is that with proper instruction and practice, 
most children will learn to read. But it can be painful to listen 
to your child struggle to read words, especially when you think 
they should be reading better than they are. Most parents and 
caregivers want to know, “What can I do at home to help my child 
become a better reader?” 

We know that you are not reading teachers, and we don’t 
expect you to be. But you can help your child become a bet-
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ter reader and enjoy reading. You don’t need any complicated 
strategies. Most importantly, remember that all children benefit 
from as much experience with print as you can provide. Here are 
several simple things that you can do.

1. Get to know your child’s teachers and be sure they know 
how to teach children who use AAE. If they don’t, here’s an 
article you can share with them: “Teaching Reading to African 
American Children: When Home and School Language Dif-
fer.” It’s available for free at go.aft.org/tx3.

2. Set aside a few minutes a day to read with your child. You can 
be the reader, your child can read to you, or you can take turns 
reading. 

3. Talk about the books you are reading together. Having con-
versations about books will help your child understand the 
text better and will help develop their reading comprehension 
skills. Conversations in AAE are helpful and affirming. You do 
not need to change the way you talk! Just talk. 

4. Play word games and sing songs that bring attention to the 
sounds in words—this can be fun! Many of the games that 

we played as children were really word games that helped us 
with rhyming and wordplay. Do you remember Red Rover, 
Red Light/Green Light, the Name Game, and Mary Mack? 
Teaching your child to play these games (and others that 
you loved as a child) helps develop their listening compre-
hension (i.e., understanding when someone is speaking or 
reading to them). These games also foster flexibility with the 
sounds in words, which helps with reading. For example, 
once your child can sound out cat, they will more easily 
read hat, mat, and pat. We were all learning while we were 
playing! 

5. Ask your child what they would like to read about. If you 
choose topics that your child loves, their motivation to read 
will increase.

6. Show your child that you value reading. Let them see you reg-
ularly reading things that you enjoy and talk about what you 
learn. Modeling reading is one of the most important things 
you can do to help your child become a strong reader. ☐

For the endnotes, see aft.org/ae/fall2023/washington_laramore.

How to Help If You 
Struggle to Read
If you have a hard time reading, you can still help 
your child learn to read. You can: 

1. Read wordless books. These books do not have 
words; they tell stories using pictures. Look at the 
pictures with your child and talk about what you 
see to understand the story. You can use these 
books to introduce your child to new words, 
strengthen their listening skills, and teach them 
about the structure of stories (such as the begin-
ning, middle, and end). 

2. Listen to audiobooks (recordings of books being 
read out loud). Many audiobooks are free at your 
local library, and many can be found online. Ask 
your child’s teacher if the books they are reading 
in class also have an audiobook version. And, 
check YouTube. Many teachers and authors have 
made videos of reading children’s books out loud.

3. Practice your reading while you read with your 
child. You can take turns reading a sentence or 
a paragraph, or you can read the same book 
together and talk about it. Read things that you 
enjoy—books, magazines, poetry, recipes, or 
graphic novels.

Doing these things will show your child that you 
value reading—and help them value it as well.

–J. A. W. and G. R. L.
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