


How do we promote literacy in young children during the early years?
Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate, compute, and use printed and written materials in a variety of situations. Early literacy provides the basis for developing these crucial skills in the six following areas: 

As children learn to use books, 
their early literacy skills 
develop. They will start to...

Look attentively at pictures in a book• 

Recognize a particular book • 

Be able to turn the pages of a board book• 

Point to pictures in a book• 

Hold a book right side up• 

Look at a book from front to back• 

Recognize a book by the cover• 

Have a favourite story or book• 

Make comments about pictures in books• 

“Read” the words in a book – telling the   • 
story by looking at the pictures

Use a word or phrase that clearly • 
comes from a book or story with which
 the child is familiar

Indicate that an adult reading a book has left • 
out or added some words or skipped a page 
in a favourite story

Predict what will happen next or what the • 
book is about by looking at the cover

Tell a simple story• 

Pretend to be “reading” to other children or to • 
a doll or teddy bear

Take notice of letters and words in a book by • 
pointing to them or asking about the print.
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Early literacy skill Meaning of the skill What you can do to promote the skill with young children

Vocabulary 
Skills

Knowing the names of things, e.g., a 
child knows between 3,000 and 5,000 
words upon entering school

Talk with children and engage them in back and forth conversation.• 
Follow the child’s lead, by picking up on his or her words and ideas, repeating words he or she uses, and focusing on what he or she wants to talk about.• 
Share books, but also tell stories without using a book (voice- only).• 
Name objects, people, and places in the everyday lives of children and encourage children to repeat the words, use them in sentences, or both.• 
Foster curiosity in the meaning and power of words, e.g., Use words like “frustrated” in combination with the word “mad” when encouraging children to share their feelings.• 
Show enthusiasm and praise children when they use new words.• 

Oral Language 
Skills

Ability to listen, understand the 
meaning of language, and express 
thoughts, ideas and feelings in words 
and sentences

Provide activities for children in which they concentrate, listen to words, and follow directions, e.g., “Go upstairs and get your pants out of the bottom drawer.”• 
Ask the child to tell someone what happened at a birthday party or at preschool.• 
Encourage children to talk about a storybook or make up and tell a story of their own. Begin with a storyline and take turns fi nishing it, e.g., “Once upon a time, a beautiful • 
princess lived in a big castle. Tell me what happens to her.....”
Provide opportunities for children to tell things in the sequential order in which they occurred, e.g., Tell me where you went fi rst when you went shopping with grandma. Where • 
did you go next? Then where did you go? What store did you go to last?
Set up materials for dramatic play, e.g., playing store or playing school.• 
Encourage children to answer questions. Ask them questions that are open-ended instead of those requiring one word answers, e.g., “Tell me about your favourite toys.” Instead • 
of “Do you like playing with dolls?”

Print 
Motivation

Enjoyment of, enthusiasm for, 
and interest in books, signs, notes, 
messages, and print in the environment

Make a special time during the day for cuddling, reading books, and telling stories. • 
Fill the home with books for both children and adults, as well as magazines and newspapers, and let children see adults enjoying reading and writing. • 
Encourage children to listen to stories, play with books, and “read the pictures.”• 
Take children to libraries and bookstores and enjoy the experiences with them.• 
Make home-made books with children using drawings, photos, and print.• 
Demonstrate how reading and writing are used in everyday life, e.g., reading menus, making grocery lists, using telephone books, cooking with recipes, or designing name tags.• 

Print
Awareness

Learning that writing in English follows 
basic rules and that the print on the 
page is what is being read by someone 
who knows how to read 

Help children understand print is “talk written down.”• 
Encourage a child to independently hold the book, turn the pages, look at the pages from left to right, and follow along with the pictures.• 
Assist children to point to words in a book or to pick out their name from a list of words.• 
Read words with children everywhere you see them – on signs, labels, stores, bathrooms, etc.• 
Tell children what you are writing as you compose letters, messages, or lists. • 
Take dictation, e.g., Listen to children’s ideas and stories, write them down, and read them back to the child. • 
Provide opportunities for children to tell you what their scribbles mean and then to do “pretend writing” that • 
imitates handwriting. 

Letter 
Knowledge

Learning that letters have names and 
are di� erent from each other and 
knowing that speci� c sounds go with 
speci� c letters, e.g., ability to tell the 
name of the letter B and what sound
 it makes

For infants and toddlers, talk about the diff erent shapes of objects in their everyday life.• 
For preschoolers, draw letters in the sand, make them with paint or markers, or complete alphabet puzzles.• 
Provide a variety of fun alphabet experiences and activities: point out and name letters in alphabet books, picture books, • 
signs and labels; play letter games like alphabet bingo or board games with simple words; play with magnetic or fl annel board 
letters; and sing alphabet songs. 
Encourage children to do “invented spelling” in which they write words the way they sound and tell you what they have written,• 
e.g., A child might write a story about an “elephant” and show you the word “LFNT”.

Phonological 
Awareness

Ability to hear and manipulate the 
sounds in speech without attending to 
their meaning

Play fun word games that draw attention to sound, e.g., I spy something that starts like shoe....Listen: Shhhhhoe. • 
Make up silly words by changing the fi rst sound in a word, e.g., fun, bun, hun, tun or changing a word into a funny one, • 
e.g., Hello Davidosaurus!
Say words with a pause between the syllables (“rab” – “it”) and ask the child what word you are saying. This is a fun guessing game.• 
Listen for beginning, ending, and middle sounds in words, e.g., Where is the “mm sound” in “drum?”• 
 Where do you hear “mm” in “tummy?”
Read books, share poetry, and sing songs that contain playful changes in sounds. • 
Clapping syllables, e.g., Clap the beats (or chunks) of words children speak, for example, • 
you clap twice if you say “Tony” but three times if you say “Jeremy”.
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