
Reading to 
your baby  

A parent resource to promote reading  
to infants in neonatal intensive care

How to get other siblings involved

If your other child or children are of school age, encourage them 
to practice their reading to their baby sibling. Make it a time when 
the whole family can come together.

Ask your other children to choose some books to share from your 
local community library or school library service.

Calico library bags are available from local craft stores. Spend some 
time together as a family creating your own special library bags 
with craft supplies and iron-on transfer names.

Local resources to support reading to 
your baby

Your local community library is free to join and often you can 
borrow several books at a time. While you’re there, check to see 
what story time sessions are available to join.
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•	 Sing, talk and smile at your baby
•	 Respond to your baby’s ‘talk’ every time they make  

a sound
•	 Hold your baby in front of you and make eye contact
•	 Repeating the same book is a good thing.  

Babies love repetition!

Birth One  
month

•	 Sing, read and tell familiar stories
•	 Take turns talking with your baby and respond to their 

coos and smiles
•	 Watch your baby communicate through their 

movements, sounds and expressions
•	 Give your baby new sounds, words and experiences

One  
month

Two  
months

•	 Help your baby to touch and taste books and toys
•	 Shake rattles and toys to encourage your baby to  

follow sounds
•	 Try lift-the-flap books and have fun with reading together

Two  
months

Four  
months



Why should I read to my baby?

Reading to babies has been shown to have a lasting effect on 
language, writing and early reading skills. Research has found 
that babies learn when you read with them and this has an effect 
four years later when they’re about to begin school.

Your baby recognises your voice and would rather listen to your 
voice than any other sound. Sharing books is a way for you to 
bond with your baby in the NICU. Hearing your voice brings your 
baby a sense of calm, comfort and familiarity.

Benefits of reading to my baby

Children who have been read to aloud on a regular basis  
from birth are more likely to readily learn to read once they  
start school.

Reading aloud is an opportunity for you to bond with your baby. 
Babies learn to talk through hearing sounds, words and stories.

The amount of words spoken to premature babies (known as 
parent talk) is linked to higher language and learning scores at 
seven and 18 months corrected age.

What should I read?

It doesn’t really matter what you read to your baby, hearing your 
voice is what is important. Some ideas of what to read to your 
baby are listed below:

•	 Children’s picture books
•	 Nursery rhymes and actions
•	 Something from your childhood
•	 Novels
•	 Books with bright colours or books in black and white
•	 Books in your home language
•	 Touch and feel books
•	 Lift the flap books
•	 Tell a story using picture books

When should I read to my baby?

If your baby is awake and making eye contact with you that is 
the best time to read to them. Sometimes your baby may be 
sleepy or lethargic due to medications or their illness. It is still 
ok to read to them during this time but if you’re unsure, ask your 
baby’s nurse.

Following your baby’s cues

Sometimes listening to reading can be tiring for your baby 
and you may notice them trying to tell you by looking away, 
becoming restless or becoming sleepy. That’s ok, save the rest  
of the story for later.

Reading to your baby is a way for you to 
spend special time together during your 
stay in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit 
(NICU), but also at home. Being in the 
NICU can be an overwhelming time with 
unfamiliar sights and sounds, but reading 
aloud to your baby is something that  
you can do every day to help your baby 
well into their future.


