What Should You Do
If Your Child is Struggling to Read?
Guest: Marie Rippel
Sarah: Today we’re going to be talking about the role
reading aloud plays in helping a child learn to read. And
there’s no one better to help us understand that very
thing than Marie Rippel. Marie is the founder of All About
Learning Press and developer of their flagship teaching
tools, All about Reading and All About Spelling.
Born out of her own need to teach her dyslexic son to
read and spell, the curriculum at All About Learning has
become a widespread favorite for its ease of use and
mastery-based learning. It’s the hands-down reading
instruction choice in my own home. We completely love
it. And I’m excited to talk to Marie about the role that
reading aloud plays in helping a child learn to read.
Hey Marie, thank you so much for joining me today. I am
so excited to have you on the show.
Marie: Well thanks, Sarah. I’m delighted to talk with you.
Sarah: Can you start by telling us a bit about what you do
and your family, and sort of your journey to get to where
you are now?
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3:39

Marie recalls fond childhood memories of her
mother reading aloud to the family.

Marie: Sure. Since we’re talking about reading, I have
to start with my own childhood. Some of my earliest
memories are of my mom reading aloud to me and my
two siblings. You can picture one of us on either side of
her on the couch, leaning against her. And then the third
one of us would be sitting on the floor by her feet with
the dog. And I absolutely loved listening to my mother
read aloud. She even let us get out of chores if we were
reading a book. So it was a really strong culture of reading
when I was growing up.
My mom didn’t always have a car when I was little so we
didn’t go too far. And even when she did have a car, when

we were in grade school, we still didn’t go very far. At least
one year, we didn’t have a TV. And I can’t ever remember
missing it. We weren’t enrolled in sports or clubs so life
was pretty simple. But we had books everywhere and
books just showed us the world.
So fast forward to now, I live in Northern Wisconsin with
my husband Doug, two ponies, and a dozen chickens. I
have two kids, who I homeschooled through high school
and they’re now adults, ages 22 and 24. And as you
mentioned, my husband and I own All About Learning
Press. And both of our kids work for the company.
Sarah: I didn’t realize that. That’s awesome.
Marie: Yeah, so in other words, I still get to see my kids
every day. Makes me a very happy mama. And so right
now my life is totally devoted to helping parents and
teachers teach reading and spelling.
Sarah: Very good. Well, the story of your son being
diagnosed with dyslexia when he was a child is pretty
heart-wrenching. So would you share that story with our
listeners?
5:15

Marie shares the story of her son’s childhood
diagnosis of dyslexia and the challenging
journey she took to eventually teach him to
read.

Marie: You would think that with my own personal great
start in reading that teaching my own kids to read would
be easy. And it was with my daughter. Reading came very
easy to her. But for my son, it was a completely different
story. And in fact when he was 9, a pediatric neurologist
told me that he had severe dyslexia and would never
learn to read or spell. And that was just completely
horrifying to me. I tried everything I could to help him,
tutored him, I brought him to specialists. I tried so many
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[One benefit of reading aloud] is
the power of imagination is strengthened.
As children are read to, they visualize
the books’ events in their minds.
They can experience the events and situations
that are outside of their personal experiences,
and they can picture life in other parts
of the world and in other cultures. That
visualization is really important.
different programs and approaches but he still couldn’t
read.
He realized that he couldn’t read but the other kids
around him could. Oh, and he was a really bright kid in
so many different ways. But just the fact that he knew
that he should be able to read but he couldn’t, he
became very angry and I’m not really sure the best way
to describe it, but it was like he changed from an open
person to someone hiding behind layers of masks, just
masks to cover up his feelings of inadequacy.
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And it got harder and harder to work with him. My
husband and I got desperate and tried to get professional
help for him. And a doctor who didn’t know my son’s
history misunderstood what was going on and he
ordered that our son be institutionalized. We refused and
they came for our son with six police officers. And we
literally escaped that situation. At that point, I knew that
if my son was ever going to learn to read, it was up to me.
I was going to teach him to read and get my kid back and
just peel away those masks.
As you can imagine, I threw myself into a time of intense
research. And I already had an educational background
so I had a head start there. I spoke with experts in the
literacy field and just tested, tested, tested. I developed a
multi-sensory method for teaching reading and spelling.
And my son learned to read.
He started reading and he never stopped. So he now
heads up the IT department at our publishing company.
Sarah: Okay, so is the program that you use at All About
Reading, All About Spelling—is that pretty much what
you used with your son, just developed for others to use?

Marie: Yes. And then I was able to add to it. I tutored
other kids and just worked with hundreds of families and
just the feedback that I got, I just kept building into the
program. At this point, tens of thousands of kids have
learned to read using this method.
Sarah: Yeah, it’s been really successful in our home. We’re
really, really happy with it.
Marie: Great. Glad to hear that.
Sarah: Well, what role does reading aloud play in a child’s
learn-to-read life?
7:58

The role reading aloud plays in a child learning
how to read.

Marie: Reading aloud to your child plays a huge role. It’s
so important that in every single lesson in the All About
Reading program, I add a reminder to the end of the
lesson to read to your child for at least 20 minutes a day.
I’ll highlight three roles that reading aloud plays. Number
one, when your child listens to all these great books, he
or she internalizes the idea, “I want to read books like that
someday.” And this builds your child’s internal motivation
to read. Motivation can help them stick with it even if
they occasionally run into roadblocks as they themselves
learn to read. I’ve worked with many dyslexic kids who
were very driven to learn to read even when the going
got tough because they had that desire that comes from
being read to.
Sarah: An intrinsic motivation then, a reason they wanted
to do it besides fulfilling somebody else’s assignment for
them.
Marie: Right. So then it’s worth the hard work. Another
role is the power of their imagination is strengthened.
As children are read to, they visualize the book’s events
in their minds. They can experience the events and
situations that are outside of their personal experiences.
They can picture life in other parts of the world and in
other cultures. That visualization is really important.
And this leads to the third big role that reading aloud
plays. It builds kids’ comprehension. You know how when
you’re reading a book, you’ll stop and discuss a part that
might be unfamiliar to your child. You’ll talk about it, like
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characters’ motives or you fill in missing background
information like a historical event.
Sarah: Or something about where it’s taking place or
something?
Marie: Yeah. Also through this discussion, you can help
kids make good predictions and things like this helps
your child better understand the book and its characters,
so that really builds into their comprehension.
So now your child has gained motivation, the ability
to visualize, and listening comprehension, which later
translates to reading comprehension. So you add in
phonemic awareness and systematic phonics, and
fluency practice. And your child is a reader.
10:06 Balancing time spent reading aloud with time
spent on reading lessons.
Sarah: Okay. So can we talk ratios then. When you say
that reading aloud is crucial for a child’s learn-to-read life,
what do you mean by that time-wise? Should we spend
equal amounts of time reading aloud and working on
phonics or… You know, when the going gets tough and
the schedule gets squeezed, which it always seems to at
some point, should one trump the other?
Marie: If we’re talking about a preschooler or
kindergartener, a young child, I would spend significantly
more time reading aloud than I would on phonics. For
older kids or those who need remedial work, I would split
up the available time roughly 50/50.
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So as an example, if I had an hour available, I’d spend a half
hour on reading lessons and a half hour on read alouds. If
the schedule gets really squeezed, I would actually push
out some other subject like science or history or math or
writing.
Sarah: Right. I think Andrew Pudewa from the Institute...
Well, actually I know Andrew Pudewa from the Institute
for Excellence in Writing and Dr. Christopher Perrin from
Classical Academic Press both say the same thing. That if
you have to shuttle other entire content subjects off the
schedule to make more room for good solid mastery in
reading, it’s worth doing so.
Marie: Yeah, and I’d skip housecleaning. Or sports or even
a shower, just to keep that reading front and center.

11:26 Reading wordless picture books to your children.
Sarah: Right. So you frequently blog about reading
wordless picture books and I find that pretty interesting.
So how does one go about reading a wordless picture
book and why would that be a worthwhile thing to do?
Marie: Wordless picture books are a cool genre. They
tell a story but without the printed text. They rely on
the illustrations to tell the story. They can communicate
humor, emotion, and complete storylines without a
single word. And since there’s no words, you don’t read it
to your child. You read it with your child.
So you talk about the illustrations and point things out to
each other. You imagine what could be happening and
really just discover the story for yourselves. For younger
kids, wordless picture books help develop vocabulary
and language skills. And that’s because as you talk about
the book and invent the plot, you and your child are
conversing and using words that you probably don’t use
every day. A darling example of a wordless picture book
is Hank Finds an Egg by Rebecca Dudley.
Sarah: Okay, I don’t think I have heard of that one.
Marie: This is Rebecca Dudley’s first picture book and
she actually created the character Hank out of a... He’s
like a little stuffed animal. She moves him into different
positions and you just follow Hank along as he finds an
egg and cares for it and then a friendship develops by the
end and it’s a really, really cute book.
And there’s even wordless picture books for older kids.
These books are much more complex and one beautiful
example is Unspoken: A Story from the Underground
Railroad by Henry Cole. And this is a story of a girl who
discovers a runaway slave in her family’s barn back during
the Civil War. The black and white pencil illustrations just
pull you in. And you really live this instance with the girl.
You feel her fear, her confusion, her determination, and
the resulting friendship. This book is a real gem.
So there’s even these books for older kids. They can relay
history all with illustrations without a single word. Others
are mind-benders. where you just really have to think
them through. So a cool genre of books.
Sarah: One of our favorite wordless picture books is Good
Night, Gorilla by Peggy Rathmann. I just think that one’s
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hilarious but I didn’t realize there were wordless picture
books for older kids so I’m going to have to look into
some of those.
Are there any books in particular that are really great read
alouds for struggling readers?
14:08 Great read-alouds for struggling readers (and
wiggly bodies): interactive picture books.
Marie: There’s a wonderful category of books called
interactive picture books and these are wonderful for
reading aloud not just to struggling readers but really to
any kid who has a hard time sitting still. Interactive books
invite the reader to get physically involved whether it’s
lifting a flap, sticking their finger through a hole in the
book, finding a hidden object, even opening an envelope
and pulling out a note, that sort of thing.
And they’re very engaging and they keep your squirmy
child involved and interested without forcing him or
her to sit still. The first book that really turned me on to
this category is Press Here by Hervé Tillet. This book is so
simple yet it’s almost indescribable. You really need to see
it in person. Just try to get your hands on a copy of that
one no matter what ages your kids are. That’s a cool one.
Sarah: Okay. I’ll make sure I link it up in the show notes so
everybody can find it.
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Marie: Another great interactive book, is called Waddle!
by Rufus Butler Seder and this is another book that
almost defies description. As your child moves this book,
or moves his head, the book appears to comes to life.
You see the penguin waddling or the animals running.
And they appear to move through a technique that the
author developed and it’s called scanimation. So that
one’s worth seeing too.
Two more wonderful interactive books are Can You Make
a Scary Face? by Jan Thomas and Flora and the Flamingo
by Molly Idle.
Sarah: Okay. I am jotting all these down so we can link
them up so everybody can find them. Okay, tell me about
those.
Marie: Can You Make a Scary Face?—by the end of the
book, you’re almost convinced that you have a bug
that you need to wiggle off your nose. In Flora and the

Flamingo, a girl who’s dancing with this flamingo, you
lift the flap and you see how the girl is mirroring the
flamingo’s movements and it’s just a real playful book
and every child that I’ve shared it with, boys or girls, really
gets a kick out of it.
16:25 Marie’s favorite book recommendations.
Sarah: Well, I love asking this next question to my guests.
If you were stranded on a deserted island with your family
and could only bring three books, what would they be?
Marie: That’s a good question, Sarah. This is actually a
fantasy of mine when I was a kid. When I was in grade
school, I was hugely inspired by the book My Side of the
Mountain by Jean Craighead George. I wanted to live in
a redwood tree and survive off the land like Sam Gribley
did. So I’d bring that book along for a dose of inspiration.
Sarah: My kids really enjoyed that one. My husband read
that one I think last year to the kids.
Marie: Yeah, that one makes a good read aloud. And then
I’d bring Stalking the Wild Asparagus by Euell Gibbons.
He was well known, like in the 60’s and 70’s, for foraging
wild foods and that’s why he called it Stalking the Wild
Asparagus because he would find plants and he would
have—he called them wild parties—where he would
serve his friends only the foods that he had foraged.
Sarah: Oh, interesting.
Marie: On my deserted island, I think that would bring a
certain luxury to living off the land. The third book, if my
daughter was coming, or if she was marooned with me,
she would love to read Baby Island by Carol Brink.
Sarah: Oh my goodness! You know what, I think my
oldest has read that book but I don’t think I’ve ever read
it to the rest of the kids.
Marie: Yeah, that one is really a classic. My daughter read
it when she was... She read it several times when she was
younger. It’s about two sisters who are marooned on an
island alone with four infants.
Sarah: That would be hilarious to read in our house right
now because we have the three babies. Oh my goodness!
We need to read that book.
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Marie: And if you think it’s hard to do it in your house,
imagine it on a deserted island, so...
Sarah: That’s so great. So there’s been so much good in
this podcast episode. I think it’s so encouraging for those
of us who are teaching younger children or even older
children how to read and what the role for reading aloud
plays in that whole process. But what is the one thing you
want our listeners to take away from this episode?
18:38 Final encouragement and advice for the parent
of a struggling reader.
Marie: If your child struggles with reading, whether it’s
because of dyslexia or auditory processing disorder or
any learning difference, I really recommend a two-prong
approach. Number one, use a systematic multi-sensory
approach to teaching reading and decoding. And then
number two, read, read, read to your child no matter
what age.

Now it’s time for Let the Kids Speak! This is my favorite
part of the podcast, where kids tell us about their favorite
stories that have been read aloud to them.
“My name is Ivy. And I am 2 years old. I live in Western
Australia.” “What is your favorite book?” “Dear Zoo.” “What
do you like about it?” “That it has an [distorted] in it!”
“My name is Michael and I am 6 years old. I live in Perth,
Australia. My favorite series is the Little House series
because [distorted].”
That’s it friends. I hope you’ve been motivated and
inspired and I hope you are ready to commit just five
minutes a day to building a family culture of shared
reading in your own home. You can get everything you
need to do just that at ReadAloudRevival.com.
Until next time—go build your family culture around
books!

Sarah: Well, thank you so much for giving us your time,
Marie. It’s been really helpful to hear your perspective on
reading aloud and the role it plays in learning to read. So
I totally appreciate you talking to me today.
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Marie: Well thanks, Sarah. It’s been a joy.
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