
‭PUBLIC LIBRARIAN’S GUIDE TO THE SCIENCE OF READING‬

‭The Science of Reading refers to decades of interdisciplinary research, spanning education,‬

‭linguistics, psychology, and neuroscience, that explains how the brain learns to read. This body‬

‭of evidence shows that reading is not a natural process but a complex skill that must be‬

‭intentionally developed through key components such as phonemic awareness, phonics,‬

‭fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.‬

‭Rather than being a specific program or method, the Science of Reading is a framework‬

‭grounded in what research consistently tells us about how people learn to read, why some‬

‭readers struggle, and which instructional practices are most effective. For public libraries,‬

‭understanding this science strengthens our ability to design storytimes, curate collections, and‬

‭support families in ways that truly nurture lifelong readers.‬

‭Public libraries have always been champions of literacy and learning. The Science of Reading‬

‭provides librarians with a deeper understanding of‬‭how‬‭reading develops, helping us better‬

‭connect our services and programs to the way people actually learn. When library staff apply‬

‭this knowledge, they can reinforce effective reading practices, offer informed guidance to‬

‭caregivers, and build partnerships that amplify literacy in the community.‬

‭Core Concepts Made Simple‬
‭Researchers have identified 5 essential elements of reading instruction, often called‬‭The Big 5‬‭:‬

‭●‬ ‭Phonemic Awareness:‬‭Hearing and manipulating the sounds‬‭in spoken words.‬

‭●‬ ‭Phonics:‬‭Understanding the relationship between letters‬‭and sounds.‬

‭●‬ ‭Fluency:‬‭Reading smoothly with accuracy, speed, and‬‭expression.‬

‭●‬ ‭Vocabulary:‬‭Knowing the meaning of words and how they‬‭connect.‬

‭●‬ ‭Comprehension:‬‭Making meaning from what is read.‬

‭In the library, these concepts can come alive through songs, rhymes, read-alouds, and‬

‭conversations that build both language and a love of reading.‬

‭SDSL - 11/2025‬ ‭1‬

https://library.sd.gov/default.aspx


‭Applying the Science of Reading in Library Programs‬
‭●‬ ‭Storytimes:‬‭Emphasize sound awareness with rhyming,‬‭clapping syllables, and playful‬

‭repetition.‬

‭●‬ ‭Take-Home Kits:‬‭Include decodable books, alphabet‬‭cards, and caregiver tips that‬

‭reinforce phonics and vocabulary at home.‬

‭●‬ ‭STEAM & Play Programs:‬‭Encourage talk and exploration,‬‭both key for developing oral‬

‭language and background knowledge.‬

‭●‬ ‭Reader’s Advisory:‬‭Help families find books that support‬‭developing readers, such as‬

‭decodables or texts that match skill levels and interests.‬

‭Collaborating with Schools and Families‬
‭●‬ ‭Partner with schools to share consistent messages about early literacy and reading‬

‭development.‬

‭●‬ ‭Host family literacy nights that explain reading milestones in simple, encouraging ways.‬

‭●‬ ‭Create displays that highlight decodable books, early literacy kits, and resources that‬

‭reflect Science of Reading principles.‬

‭Staff Development Ideas‬
‭●‬ ‭Offer short, in-house discussions or “lunch and learn” sessions about the Science of‬

‭Reading.‬

‭●‬ ‭Follow trusted organizations that share Science of Reading information.‬

‭●‬ ‭Build a shared vocabulary so staff can confidently talk with caregivers about reading and‬

‭learning.‬

‭Quick Tips for Every Librarian‬
‭●‬ ‭Use dialogic reading by asking open-ended questions during storytime.‬

‭●‬ ‭Label and organize decodable or leveled books clearly.‬

‭●‬ ‭Offer a mix of books that build vocabulary, foster comprehension, and celebrate the joy of‬

‭stories.‬

‭●‬ ‭Encourage caregivers to talk, sing, read, and play every day.‬
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