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By the end of this session you will:

• Understand the importance of play in language and literacy development.
• Understand what makes an activity or material “developmentally appropriate”

and “culturally appropriate.”
• Be able to understand the different milestones of typical development of

language and literacy during the preschool years (3 - 5 years).
• Understand how to help make successful readers.
• Learn several ways to support preschool children’s language and literacy

development.
• Learn how to conduct a great storytime.
• Learn how to use library resources with children.
• Learn four activities you can use right away in your programs.
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• How did you learn the alphabet?

• Do you remember a favorite picture book from your early years?

• Did anybody read to you when you were young? What do you remember about
those book reading experiences?

• What “reading” and “writing” things did you do before you started elementary
school?

• In your opinion, should children know “the alphabet” before they start
Kindergarten?
Should they be able to write their names?

• How does preschoolers’ language differ from toddlers’?

• When did you start printing your name? Do you remember when you read
your first word?

• When do children start to read? What helps children arrive at school ready
to read?
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A more detailed list of language development stages for preschoolers can be found on
page 59 of Starting Out Right.

• are adding many new words to their vocabularies,

• are learning to talk in complete sentences,

• are learning how to carry on conversations with peers and adults,

• are trying to figure out the grammar of their language,

• are noticing that some words (cat, coat, and cupcake) all begin with the same
sound,

• are beginning to notice that a word is made up of a string of different sounds
(phonemes), and

• may recognize some letters, particularly the letters that make up their names.
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Did You Know?
The best way for children to learn new words and ideas is to
talk with adults.

• make “mistakes” in their grammar. (“I goed to the store.”)
• make common errors in pronunciation of some sounds (the letters: l and r,

for example)

• direct themselves with self-talk (whispering to themselves when they are doing a
challenging task, reminding themselves the rules)

• playing with language and making up silly nonsense words.
(nose, pose, dose, rose)

• rhymes, rhythms, repetitions, and singing,

• telling stories about their experiences,

• making up stories,

• “reading” common signs and symbols and words
(STOP signs, McDonald’s golden arches),

• scribbling and writing with pencils, pens, and fine markers,

• having you write what they say,

• having you spell words for them, and hearing you read to them.
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Children have an easier time learning to read when…

They might know that “oatmeal” and “mother” have two sets of sounds or syllables
(oat – meal, moth – er). They may also know that “boot” starts with a “b” sound.

If children know how sounds work in language, they will be ready to “sound out
words” when they learn to read.

They may not know all their letters or the sounds that each letter makes. But, if chil-
dren know that letters have sounds and that words are made of letters, they have
solved one of the biggest reading puzzles they will face.

They know that a book has a front and a back, that you turn the pages one at a time,
that you read the words printed on the page (rather than just describing the pictures),
and that you read writing from left to right.

If children know how a book works, when they learn to read, they can focus on figur-
ing out what the words say and mean. They are not distracted by learning the rules of
moving through a book.
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This is sometimes called “world knowledge”. When children are learning to read, they
can draw on their world knowledge to figure out what the words they are reading might
mean. Children who do not have lots of world knowledge must struggle to figure out
what the words are as well as what the words mean.

Listening helps them learn about the world. “Listening” does not necessarily mean that
children are sitting still, looking at you, with their hands in their laps. Some children
listen best when they are lying on the floor (rather than sitting), playing with
something with their hands or standing a few feet away.

How do you listen best?

Starting Out Right (pp. 8) has more information on the skills that help children succeed
in learning to read.
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First, remember that every child talks at his/her own speed and with his/her own
unique characteristics.

• Children at this age may be shy or feel uncomfortable responding to questions
from adults.

• If a child seems to understand nearly everything you say, but doesn’t talk much to
you, watch the child as she interacts with her peers. If she seems to interact with
children of the same age with no problems, there is probably no need to worry.

Some behaviors to pay attention to include:

• a child who will not make eye contact with others, does not engage in
conversation, or do not seem to want to communicate. Remember that some
cultures believe that children should not look an adult in the eye. But, if a child
avoids everyone’s eyes and resists any interaction with others, you should mention
your concerns to the parent.

• speech that is very difficult to understand. Many children say things that are hard
to understand, but they also say many things that can be understood by most
adults. If a child can only be understood by his/her parent or primary caregiver, he/
she may need some assistance from a speech and language professional.

To arrange a free hearing test for a child, contact Denise Woods from Multnomah
Education Service District at 262-4100 or Portland State University Audiology Clinic
at 725-3070.
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• Think of all the places in your work setting where you could add literacy and
literacy activities.

• You could “write” stories or reports with the children. They dictate a story or tell
about a recent event and you write down their words.

• You could plan projects that relate to a story you are reading together. For instance,
if you were reading a story about planting a garden, you could start a garden with
the children.

• You could read the labels on food boxes or other packaging as they are being
opened.

• You could label the children’s artwork with their name and their description of
what they created.

• You could create a book nook and a writing center.

• Label a few familiar objects in the children’s space (bookshelves, pens, legos, sink,
window, etc.)

• Try not to label everything as it can get overwhelming for children. If it seems like
you have lots to label, consider taking down the old labels and labeling new things
every couple of months.

• Label things that are assigned to individual children (Anna’s coat hook, Marcus’
cubby, etc.). There are many places for children’s names: on cubbies, “helper of the
day” charts, labeled on their chairs, birthday calendars, labeled nap mats, on their
toothbrush, pocket chart “check-ins”.
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Enhance your dramatic play with prop boxes that include literacy items. Think of
ways you could recycle basic household items.

Children can play “supermarket” using props like play money, grocery advertisement
fliers, empty food containers with original labels, stick-on price tabs, signs collected
from stores.

Children can play in the block area using props like order forms, pencils, advertise-
ments from home supply stores, markers and cardboard for making signs, books show-
ing uses of tools.

Children can play “post office” using envelopes, stationery, postcards, stickers, pens,
pencils, stamps and stamp pads, mail boxes with the children’s names, mail bags,
computer address labels, calendars, store ads and other fliers.

Children can play restaurant using props like order pads, pencils, menus with prices,
play money, soda cups, telephone, waiting list pad, chalkboard and chalk to list the
specials.

Starting Out Right (pp. 49) has more great language and literacy prop ideas to include
in the dramatic play area.
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• A comfortable, quiet area encourages children to explore books on their own. It is
hard to look at a book when someone is trying to build an entire city from blocks
right next to you.

• Pillows, stuffed animals, a comfortable chair, or a rug gives children a soft spot on
which to read.

• Sometimes you can use the corner of a room and a bookcase to create a reading
“nook”.

• Put out a variety of books and magazines. Try to change the books and magazines
occasionally. Put out a portion of what you have, or visit the library on a regular
basis, or trade books (on a temporary basis) with other providers that you know.

• Decorate the area with children’s artwork, posters, or pictures

• Books do need to be treated with care, however they are also made to be explored
and read over and over again.

• Children need to be free to read and look at books on their own when they want
to. Keep some books in a place where children can get them easily.

• Display books on child size bookshelves.
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• Books will get worn and torn. This is a natural stage in the life of a book. A book
in need of repair is a well-loved book.

• A book repair kit is easy to make. It should include tape (scotch tape and masking
tape), glue, some cardboard or heavy paper (to reinforce a cover that is falling
apart), and an art eraser (to remove pencil and crayon).

• Create a book hospital for books in need of repair. Ask the children to help identify
books that need to be fixed and let them help repair the books.

Did You Know?
Scribbling and “pretend writing” prepare children to learn more
formal writing later in school.
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• Create a writing “center”.

The center can be as simple as a couple of bins with writing materials and a space
to sit and write. It is important that the writing materials be accessible to the
children. Children should be able to use the materials almost every day.

Writing materials include things to write on such as paper (use inexpensive
drawing paper or ask at a copy store if you can have some of their paper to be
recycled), note pads, or forms (save forms you get in your junk mail or collect
forms from a variety of locations such as banks, stores, etc.).

Things to write with include pens (washable markers really do wash out!), pencils,
and crayons.

Other items for a writing center could include old magazines, less than perfect
photographs, stamps and stamp pads, hole punches, scissors, rulers, or glue sticks.

• Make letters (the ABC’s) available for children to play with: letter cards, letter
shaped sponges for water play, magnetic letters, alphabet blocks, and ABC’s on wall
charts (placed at the children’s eye level).



ABCs and Beyond: 30 Months - 5 Years 16

Provide a sign in sheet for preschoolers to “sign in” writing their name when they
arrive each day. This can be done in a variety of ways, but each child should have their
own sheet or mini notebook so that the sign-ins become a journal of their writing
progress.

A date stamp should also be available so that the child can stamp their own papers and
parents can look at the child’s progress over time.

Don’t write the child’s name on the top of the sheet for him/her to copy. Instead, as
they see their names in various locations throughout the classroom, the children will
gradually learn the appropriate letters.

At the end of the year, parents will love to receive this memento of the child’s writing
progress.
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• Model for the children how you use reading and writing. If children see that you
value and enjoy reading and writing they will be more likely to try to imitate you.

• Show the children what you are reading. Bring in articles from a magazine or
newspaper and show them where you got a good idea.

• Write in front of the children — notes home, simple forms required for your work,
etc.

Did You Know?
Children are more likely to become good readers and writers when they
see the many ways that adults use reading and writing. They need to see
adults read for pleasure and to get information.

Starting Out Right (pp. 54-55) offers several more activity ideas for encouraging lit-
eracy development for preschoolers.
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Preschoolers love acting out familiar stories. With paper bag puppets, children can
create characters and act out stories.

Save smaller paper bags or purchase paper lunch bags from the grocery store. Let the
children
decorate the bags with crayons and markers as well as gluing on other decorations
such as scraps of construction paper, wrapping paper, cloth or yarn.

Older children may want to use bigger bags to make masks. Be sensitive that some-
times children can be scared of masks.

The children can act out stories that they have been reading recently or make-up
their own stories.

For other fun language activities for preschoolers, see page 50 in Starting Out Right.

Did You Know?
Children are more likely to become successful readers in school if
adults read to them in their preschool years.
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• Practice the stories you are going to read to children.

Children are more likely to listen and become involved in a story if you are
familiar with the book and can “give life” to the characters.

• Make your voice loud and soft, high and low.

Read slow at times and fast at others when the action in the story speeds up
or slows down. Use different sounding voices for different characters.

• Use your finger to show the children what you are reading. This helps children
understand how reading and books work.

• Point out big letters (that the children might be able to see from where they are
sitting) or letters at the beginning of a word in the title.



ABCs and Beyond: 30 Months - 5 Years 20

• When children are a part of the reading routine, they are more likely to pay
attention and to get more out of the story.

• Ask the children questions about the story.

Some readers like to ask questions asthey read the story. Other readers like to wait
until the story is finished before they talk about it. Find your own style of reading
that feels comfortable for you.

• Ask questions like — What do you think is going to happen next? Why do you
think he/she did that? What happened last time? Who remembers what this story
is about?
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Oral story telling is an ancient tradition that is still an important part of nearly all
cultures around the world. Oral storytelling is also an important way to begin to learn
literacy. When children have experience telling stories, they learn about the structure
of stories (a beginning, a middle, an end, characters, plot). This skill helps children
predict what comes next when they are learning to read.

You can use a flannel or felt board to help children tell stories. Put a small flannel
board on your wall at child’s height or prop one in a corner. Make it always easy to
reach so they can play with it whenever they want to.

Beside the flannel board, place a bucket with felt props in it that can be used to tell
common stories (The Three Bears) or make up new stories (pieces that represent
family members, animals, and other common items). Sit with the children, a few at a
time, and show them how to tell stories using the flannel pieces.

Encourage the children to make up stories for each other. Add letters and numbers for
children to play with words and numbers. To keep their interest, add new felt charac-
ters every now and then.
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• Some children may listen better if they are lying down or have something to do
with their hands.

• Make very simple rules for reading time that still allow children to move around a
bit andparticipate in the story but do not allow them to poke their neighbor.

• If the children have a favorite story, read it frequently. You may notice some
children “reading” the favorites at other times of the day.

• Favorites change, so pay attention to how children respond to the story.

• Introduce new books on a regular basis. Find books that relate to what is going on
in the children’s lives (the seasons, a new pet or sibling, a visit to the zoo, etc.).

• Children should see themselves in the books that are read to them.

If you work with a culturally diverse group of children, make certain that the books
you read reflect that diversity. Make sure children see themselves (gender and
culture) as well as their families (a mom and dad, single mom, single dad, two
moms, two dads, a mom and a grandma) in the stories.

• Children prefer to books that cover familiar themes or topics.

Listen to the children talking. Find out what they are doing, where they are going,
what theyare interested in. Use the children’s interests to make your book choices.
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Older preschoolers are finally ready to explore the library. They usually are able to
handle books with care. They will understand and remember the purpose of a library.
And they will find new and familiar books that interest them and tempt their
curiosity.

Call your local library to find out when they have special events for children like story
hours. A list of libraries is located in your training folder or is available from your
trainer.

Help children discover the magic of the library and the special worlds it can introduce
them to. Taking them to the library at a young age can help set the patterns for them
to return again and again.
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After the “big kids” leave for school, the preschoolers gather for stories and songs.
“Now I know my ABCs. Next time won’t you sing with me,” the kids sang together.

“I can say my ABCs,” brags Grace.

“Do you want to say them for us?” I ask.

Grace breezes through the letters and ends, “W,x,y,z. Did I get them right?”

“You certainly did,” I answer.

Looking satisfied with a small curl of a smile, she says, “Good. Now I can get on with
my life.”

Jean Steiner and Mary Steiner Whelan

For the Love of Children: Daily Affirmations for People Who Care for Children


