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Why children learn with audiobooks,

what educators and parents know

Parents steel themselves for the nightly bedtime ritual,
knowing they’ve had an exhausting day and there’s still story
time ahead. Teachers have pupils who are dying to read but can’t
quite crack the code. Grandparents know grandchilden who used
to love to read but haven’t picked up a book in more than a year.
Each age of development seems to raise quandaries for parents
and teachers who want to encourage the love of reading and know
that it is essential for school success. Fortunately, a body of
research now supports what adult audiobook addicts have known
for years: Listening is good for you. It provides pleasure and
enhances learning. Whatever the child’s age, whatever the
concerns or problems, audiobooks can provide solutions.

Setting the stage for reading

Dr. Teri Lesesne is a member of the American Library
Association’s newly formed Odyssey Award committee. Begin-
ning in 2008, this award will credit the best audiobooks for
children and young adults. Lesesne, a professor of young adult
and children’s literature at Sam Houston State University, has all
the right credentials. Lesesne, who tells interested parties her
name “rhymes with insane,” has read and written widely about
children’s books and reading. Besides being the author of articles
on literacy and Making the Match: The Right Book for the Right
Reader at the Right Time: Grades 4-12 (Stenhouse), Lesesne
offers dynamic presentations for teachers and librarians and
keeps up an insightful, humorous daily blog called the “Goddess
of YA” at www.professornana.com.

Now raising her grandchildren, Lesesne is a committed audio
listener with plenty of practical experience. She says she and the
children often listen to audiobooks during drive time.
“Frequently,” Lesesne says, “it is the only time they have on a
given day to sit and ‘read.”” Wherever listening takes place,
audiobooks can be highly effective mood changers, transforming
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boredom into high entertainment. They also provide relief for
overtired or time-challenged parents and teachers. Pop in an
audiobook, and you can persuade the fussiest child out of a
temper tantrum or calm a class on a stormy day. Listening
together encourages a secret literacy code in families and class-
rooms. A remembered phrase may lighten spirits, and characters
can be invoked to remind children of traits and behaviors.

When beginning readers hear books read aloud, the experi-
ence stretches their comprehension. They can grasp ideas and
words too complicated for them when found on the page. New
and expressive words sparkle and tease children into falling in
love with language. New words and ideas stimulate conversa-
tions. For children from 4 to 8, try dramatic listens such as those
from Rabbit Ears. Older beginning readers may appreciate audio-
books that have celebrities to enhance the excitement of classic
stories.

Early introduction to audio boosts imagination,
independence

At the early reading stages, children need a variety of literary
experiences. A child learning to read can listen and follow along
with a printed version of the story, matching the sounds of oral
language to the written words. Involve young children in series
such as Norman Bridwell’s Clifford, which they can continue
reading without audiobook pairing when they feel more accom-
plished. Clifford, the Small Red Puppy traces Emily Elizabeth’s
early days with her soon-to-be best canine friend and has cues for
page changes and sound effects and music that add dimension to
the story.

Children today are bombarded with visual images and
may not have many opportunities to stimulate their auditory
imagination. During Lesesne’s 2006 presentation on audio-
books for the American Library Association, she noted
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