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Navigating this Workbook
This companion workbook covers both parts (i.e., course modules) of the Read with Me series. Each part is organized by 
the three categories below:

THE WORKSHOP: 

Instructional 
Strategies

The workshop in the Read with Me course series 
contains videos filmed with real caregivers that 
demonstrate the key instructional strategies for 
supporting infant and toddler early literacy. There are 
a total of 11 strategies between the two course parts. 
These strategies are summarized in this workbook. 
You may find it helpful to review them as you practice 
implementing strategies in your classroom. 

THE THEATER: 

Hear from 
the Experts

The theater in the course contains interviews with 
experts on a wide variety of topics related to infant and 
toddler early literacy. Each part in the course series 
contains new expert videos. The key concepts presented 
in these videos are summarized in this workbook. 

The library provides resources for you to dive deeper 
in your learning about early childhood development 
concepts. We’ve summarized the three sections in the 
library in this guide:

• Child Skill Development (Part 1)

• Connections to Theory (Part 2)

• Academic and Social Outcomes (Part 2)

THE LIBRARY 

Dive Deeper
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PART 1

THE W

Instructional 
ORKSHOP: 

Strategies
The workshop in the Read with Me course contains videos filmed with real caregivers that demonstrate the 
key instructional strategies for supporting infant and toddler early literacy development. These strategies are 
summarized below, and you may find it helpful to review them as you practice implementing strategies in your 
classroom. 

1  Read with Enthusiasm
Infants and toddlers are more likely to pay attention when you read and talk about a book with an expressive voice. 
You can vary the loudness or softness of your voice, the speed at which you read the words, and the tone of your 
voice to convey excitement, drama, sadness, surprise, and other emotions that fit with each part of the book. You can 
also use your facial expressions, other gestures, and sound effects to help young children understand what you are 
reading. It often helps to familiarize yourself with a new book before you read it, so you know the story and can think 
ahead about ways to read in an expressive manner. When you are enthusiastic about a book, the children will be too.

Tips

• When reading with infants and toddlers, your voice and your energy are your best tools. Young children respond 
to the emotion in your voice to help them attend to your words and begin to understand what they see on the 
page.

• At other times, you might use a quieter, more soothing voice to fit the topic of your book, such as one about 
going to sleep, or about a small baby animal. The main idea is to use your voice, face, and gestures to signal to 
children where to pay attention, what feelings are related to a story or picture, and what new words and phrases 
mean.

• Books often provide opportunities to label and act out emotions. When you read with enthusiasm, you help 
children understand a character’s feelings or a scary or exciting part of a story. The more experience children 
have connecting story actions with characters’ feelings, the better they will understand these words and 
concepts themselves.

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with using the “reading with enthusiasm” strategy in your classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5     6
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THE WORKSHOP: 

Instructional 
Strategies

Stop and Reflect: Read with Enthusiasm

How enthusiastic are you when you read with children? Do you often use sound effects and gestures? 
Do you like to display different emotions while reading?

2  Share Control
Young children naturally want to touch, hold, and play with books. Sharing control as you read means letting 
the infant or toddler touch and hold the book, help turn the pages, and go backward or forward in the book as 
they choose. Older infants and toddlers can also choose which book they would like to look at. Being flexible 
during book-reading encourages children’s interest and active participation. This strategy is easier to use when 
looking at books informally with one or two children than when reading to a group. When you read with a 
group of toddlers, sharing control might mean giving children a chance to touch the pictures, pausing to listen 
to children’s responses when they talk during the story, and going back to a previous or favorite page if children 
request it. Remember that children’s enjoyment and engagement is more important than getting through every 
word on every page.

Tips

• Sharing control during book-reading can mean several things, such as letting the child choose the book,
hold the book, turn the pages, or skip pages to find the ones she wants to look at. This is easiest to do when
reading with one or two children at a time.

• Part of being a skillful teacher is planning lessons and following consistent routines. However, flexibility
is important too. When you look at a book with toddlers, they may have their own ideas about what to
look at and talk about on the pages. When you share some control with children and pay attention to their
interests, you are supporting their motivation to learn and their love of books.

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with using the “sharing control” strategy in your classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5  6
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Stop and Reflect: Share Control

What are your concerns about sharing control? How can you address these concerns in order to 
incorporate this strategy more often?

3  Invite Interest
Before you read, you need to capture children’s attention and motivate their interest in the book. You can do this 
by bringing the book close to the child, calling the child’s name and saying “Look!”, showing and tapping the cover 
with your finger, and talking about what the book will be about in an enthusiastic voice. You might also make a link 
between the book’s topic and something of interest to the child, for example “Oh look! This book is about bunny 
rabbits! Remember when the bunny came to visit our class last week and you petted his soft fur?”

Tips

• Infants typically respond to an excited tone of voice by turning to look at you, or the object you are showing
them.

• For younger toddlers, inviting interest in a book can be as simple as using an excited tone of voice or singing a
song to prepare children for the book-reading activity. Sharing the title and asking a simple question related to
the book topic help children focus their attention and begin to anticipate what else might be in the book.

• Using words and gestures to remind infants and toddlers of what we do with books, such as “look” and “open
the cover” help them become familiar with the book-reading experience. Because many toddlers are not very
verbal, a simple yes/no question about what might be inside the book is enough for them.

• When you show excitement about a book, children will often follow your lead and get excited themselves.

• One way to invite children’s interest in a new book is to get them to think about what the story might be about,
before beginning to read. Often the cover of a book will give some clues, so encouraging children to look at the
cover and talk about it is a great way to start.

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with using the “inviting interest” strategy in your classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5  6
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Stop and Reflect: Invite Interest

Think about the last time you read a book. How did you invite the children’s interest in the book? Was 
it successful? If not, what could you do differently?

4 Talk about Pictures
Pictures help focus children’s attention and add meaning to the words or story. As you read, take time to pause and 
point out interesting parts of pictures. Add more information to enrich children’s understanding. For example, when 
talking about a picture of an animal, you might name the animal, talk about its features (e.g., nose, wings, tail) and the 
actions or sounds it makes. When reading a book that has too much text for infants or toddlers, just talking about the 
pictures and telling the story in your own words will be enough. 

Tips

• The cover of a book is a good place to start when reading with a baby.

• You can make your own choices about which words to read and when to focus more on the pictures. Take your cue
from the children, and remember that your goal is to make book-reading fun and meaningful.

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with using the “talking about pictures” strategy in your classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5  6
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Stop and Reflect: Talk about Pictures

Do different children in your class tend to like different kinds of pictures? How can you build upon 
these interests?

5  Encourage Active Participation
When you encourage children to participate as you read with them, you help them feel more connected to the book and 
to you. Active participation helps children sustain attention, and allows you to see what children understand, as well as 
what interests them about the book. Depending on their language level, there are many ways that infants and toddlers 
can participate in book reading, such as touching or pointing to the pictures, imitating the actions or sounds of the 
characters, helping to turn pages, responding to simple questions about the story or pictures, or helping you repeat a 
refrain in a predictable book where the same line occurs many times.  

Tips

• Even babies can participate actively in looking at books. You may need to invite the infant’s interest first by calling
her name and placing the book directly in front of her.

• Touch-and-Feel books work really well for encouraging infants’ active engagement with books. These books often
have interesting textures or flaps to lift.

• When you read to a group of toddlers, it is important to engage their interest and attention by finding ways for them
to participate. This might mean asking children questions related to the book, having them help you say familiar
phrases in a favorite story, or having them do physical actions related to the book.

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with using the “encouraging active participation” strategy in your 
classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5  6
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Stop and Reflect: Encourage Active Participation

Think about a book you read often with children in your care. Now think of one way you could 
encourage active participation with this particular book. 
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THE THEATER: 

Hear from 
the Experts

The theater in the Read with Me course contains interviews with experts on a wide variety of topics related 
to infant and toddler literacy development. The key concepts presented in these videos are summarized 
below. 

Early Literacy: Defining Terms

You might hear several different terms like pre-literacy, early literacy, or emergent literacy. These terms are 
pretty interchangeable—all refer to the fact that there are many different skills that children learn on the 
way to being ready for formal reading instruction. 

These skills include becoming familiar with what a book is, how it opens and closes, understanding that 
print on the page carries meaning, and recognizing that we put letters together to make words that are the 
same words that we say out loud.

Phonological awareness, an important skill in early literacy, refers to the process through which children 
become aware that there are individual sounds that make up a word—hearing that there is a beginning 
sound, some middle sounds, and an ending sound when we say a word. It also refers to being able to 
manipulate the sounds, compare them, find words that start or end with same sound, or find words 
that rhyme with each other. Children mostly start to learn these skills during preschool years, but as we 
introduce things like nursery rhymes and books with rhyming refrains, kids start to pick up on those kinds 
of skills in toddlerhood.

Pre-literacy, early literacy, and emergent literacy all mean that these are skills that develop over a period of 
time with exposure and practice, and they are all happening in the brain at the same time, on the way to 
being ready for formal reading instruction.  

The Importance of Early Book Experiences

Starting to read early to young children builds literacy skills they will need their entire life. When you 
read to a child, their brain is developing at a rapid pace, but they also start to associate book reading 
with positive feelings like love and nurturance. Later, when they see a book, they continue to feel those 
positive associations. Books also introduce children to skills like speech, language, and listening, as well as 
introducing them to new concepts. As various nonfiction and fiction books are explored, children build a 
strong foundation for different types of vocabulary. 
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Building Vocabulary

Reading with and to children is important because you will encounter new vocabulary words that you don’t 
hear in everyday spoken language. Take time to talk with children about what these new words mean, and 
use child-friendly explanations of new words as you read.

Keeping Children’s Attention

It’s true, it’s hard to make infants and toddlers do anything. Not every baby will sit still and listen to a story, 
and that’s okay. The key is to try different strategies that will make the books very appealing to babies. Try 
to figure out what babies are interested in and find books that capture that interest. If a baby is interested 
in a particular toy, for example a ball, you might have a book on hand that includes a ball. Don’t worry 
about finishing every book; if there is a particular picture or scene from a book that you think might 
interest the children, just engage them with the parts they respond to. 

Access to Books

A main challenge in building a home or classroom library is that books cost money, and you may have 
limited budget. Here are a few affordable ways to gain access to more books: 

• borrow from public library

• visit garage and yard sales for books other children have outgrown

• check out dollar stores or big box stores; they often have books more affordable than a bookstore 

• parents can ask relatives or friends when looking for suggestions for holiday or birthday gifts

It’s important for kids to have access to lots of different books, not just one or two. Children need 
opportunities to explore, find the ones they like, and have many different experiences with books.

Handling Books

Children need opportunities to handle books and engage with them directly. Sometimes, this means books 
will be torn, and that’s normal. Remember, the priority is to support children in developing a love of books 
and reading. While we want to help children understand how to care for books, we don’t want to scold 
them. This will create a negative association with books and children will be less likely to want to engage 
with them. If you happen to have a torn page, it’s a great opportunity to teach children how tape works!

Choosing Quality Books

Choosing books for infants and toddlers can be tricky, because you don’t always know what each child will 
respond to. Infants are often attracted to books with baby faces, and it’s great way to keep their attention. 
Board books are great for children around six months of age. Not only are they durable, but these books 
are engineered to be easy to turn, which compensates for their lack of fine motor skills.  Toddlers tend to 
like themes they can latch onto, like colors or animals, and can start to turn thinner paper pages. Preschool 
children will begin to like more plot-based stories and humor. When looking for new books,  it’s always a 
good idea to look for award winners and recommendations from librarians.
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THE LIBRARY 

Child Skill 
Development: 
Literacy

The library provides resources for you to dive deeper in your learning about early childhood development 
concepts. In Part 1 of the Read with Me course, the library covers literacy skill development over the first 
four years of life and gives us a look at key developmental milestones. 

Early Literacy Skill Progression
THE FIRST YEAR

We know that shared reading and literacy experiences are essential for providing infants and toddlers a 
rich environment for learning language. What you might not expect is that reading to infants promotes 
another critically important skill for literacy: interest in exploring books. Even in their first few months we 
start to see babies discovering books by looking at them, reaching for them, and even putting them in their 
mouths! Later in their first year, they will be able to choose their favorite of two books and look at pictures 
in the books as they are labeled. This natural interest in books—with a little help from caregivers—will 
turn into a powerful motivation to read as children grow older. 

• At zero to three months, babies in your care might be seeing books for the first time. They will listen to 
your voice as you read and occasionally look at the book. At this age babies will have a brief attention 
span, so don’t worry if you don’t make it through the whole book.

• At 3-6 months, babies will show an increased interest in books. They will reach for and touch books 
and may respond to their caregiver’s voice by smiling and cooing.

• At 6-9 months, babies will recognize familiar objects in pictures, like animals. You’ll probably notice 
that they especially like pictures of people’s faces. They will vocalize, or make sounds, and pat the 
pictures to show their interest. They will also start physically exploring books by feeling them, turning 
them upside down, putting them in their mouths, and throwing them.

• At 9 to 12 months, try offering two familiar books to babies and watch for them to pick their favorite 
of the two. They’ll especially like books with single pictures of familiar objects, like animals. Watch 
for babies in this age range to look at pictures as you name them and pay attention to the story for 
a few minutes at a time. Finally, they might want to take a little more control, such as opening and 
closing books themselves. Letting them have this control is a great way to motivate them to continue to 
explore books. 
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THE SECOND YEAR

As children move into their second year of life, we start to see their increasing physical interaction with 
books, such as wanting to hold the book and turn its pages. Later in the year, children will start to use a few 
words here and there to communicate about the book. During the second year we will also see very early 
signs of the other half of literacy development: writing. 

• At 12 months, children will be taking a more active interest in holding books and turning their 
pages. Remember, very young children are more likely to stay engaged with books if they are given 
opportunities to explore and control them with their own hands. You’ll see children in this age range 
signal their interest in books by handing them to their caregivers. Children at this age will also start to 
point to pictures to show their interest. Books are a powerful way to help build children’s vocabulary 
as you associate words with their pictures. Reading with dramatic expression connects children to the 
excitement of a story, and they’ll often copy their caregivers’ reactions to the book. Finally, children 12 
to 18 months will begin to name some familiar objects in pictures. 

• Writing development begins early, much before children are able to write identifiable letters. At 12 
months children start to figure out how to hold a crayon in their fists and will make marks on paper. 
This early practice begins a progression of experimentation with different writing utensils, and over 
time, children will increase their ability to control the kinds of marks they make—opening the door for 
writing letters and words. 

• By eighteen months, children are walking and, hopefully, carrying books with them! They may 
verbally request books and will follow simple stories. They especially like nursery rhymes and books 
about familiar routines like bedtime or bathtime. Caregivers can strengthen literacy experiences for 
children by connecting what happens in the book with what happens at home. Older two-year-olds will 
increasingly name and point to familiar pictures and make familiar animal sounds. You will see them 
use a word or two to comment on a favorite picture. 

• Older two-year-olds will continue to scribble and experiment with writing on paper. Remember, these 
scribbles won’t mean anything, and that’s okay! At this age it’s important just to let them practice 
making whatever kinds of marks they like. 

THE THIRD YEAR

Between two and three years, children will make different kinds of vocalizations around books. These 
vocalizations will signal their interests, demonstrate their listening and comprehension ability, and serve as 
practice for their own speech development. Two-year-olds will also advance their writing development by 
gaining a little more control over the types of marks they make. 

• At 24 months, children should show more comfort with books. For example, they start to hold books 
right side up and move from turning board pages to paper pages. They will often search books for their 
favorite pictures or page. 

• Two-year-olds love reading the same book again and again. At this age, toddlers become more active 
talkers around books, telling teachers about pictures in their own words. If toddlers are read to often, 
they’ll remember parts of familiar stories and rhymes and say them aloud, as if they’re reading. 

• Repetition is a way children learn vocabulary and practice the cadence of speech. Look for two-year-
olds to repeat some words or phrases in a story. 

• Toddlers’ interest in books often leads them to pretend to read books aloud. It might sound like 
nonsense, but they are practicing language and building memory and critical thinking as they try to 
remember a story or figure it out through the pictures. 
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• After two years, children’s scribbling becomes more varied to include vertical lines, horizontal lines, and 
circles. Toddlers will be proud of their drawings as they experiment with shape and form. 

• Toddlers will experiment with ways to hold a crayon and may start to hold it correctly between the 
thumb and other fingers. 

• Finally, two-year-olds may verbally describe their own drawings or “writing,” especially when prompted 
by the teacher.

THE FOURTH YEAR

By age three, children who have been read to often will have a strong interest in books and a longer attention 
span for listening to stories. Their speech around books will become clearer, and they’ll move into writing 
symbols and a few letters. 

• Three-year-olds will sit still for longer stories read aloud, especially books around topics that interest 
them. They will retell familiar stories or parts of stories in own their words, pretend to read to a 
caregiver, doll, or stuffed animal, and may spontaneously rhyme or detect rhymes. As they come across 
familiar concepts in books, they will relate stories to their own experiences. Finally, three-year-olds will 
show greater understanding of how books are organized, turning pages one at a time and from left to 
right. 

• Older three-year-olds will begin to recognize some letters and numbers. Between ages four and five, 
children will develop an understanding of letters and their sounds—an important step for learning to 
read. 

• Writing for a three-year-old includes more deliberate attempts to recreate shapes and forms that may 
hold meaning. A child between ages three and four can copy shapes such as a circle and cross and begin 
to draw recognizable forms.

• Importantly, look for three-year-olds to understand that writing is used for communicating ideas and 
information. As children begin to understand that writing conveys meaning, they’ll make symbols or 
squiggles that resemble writing. Not yet understanding all the rules of writing, they may switch direction 
while writing or rotate the orientation of the paper. Finally, they will be able to dictate a story or letter to 
be written down, such as “Dear mommy, I love you.” This shows that the child understands print conveys 
meaning, even though the child doesn’t know how to write the message herself. 

• Finally, older three-year-olds will begin to copy some letters.

Take a look at the full list of literacy milestones on the following pages!



© 2017 The University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston. All rights reserved.
Page 17

PART 1

Early Literacy
DEVELOPMENTAL CHECKLIST

Reading Development

0-3 
MONTHS

 Listens to and looks at a book for brief periods of time�

3-6 

MONTHS

� Reaches toward and touches a book
� May respond to caregiver’s voice while reading by smiling and cooing

6-9 

MONTHS

� Recognizes familiar objects in pictures
� Especially likes pictures of faces
� Vocalizes and pats pictures
� Explores a book by feeling it, turning it upside down, putting it in mouth, dropping it, or throwing it

9-12 

MONTHS

� Reaches for the favorite of two books offered
� Especially likes books with single pictures of familiar objects
� Looks at pictures that are named
� Opens and closes book
� Pays attention to a story for a few minutes at a time

blank Reading Development Writing Development

12-18
MONTHS

� Gives book to caregiver to read aloud
� Holds book with help
� Turns board book pages
� Points to pictures in a book to show interest
� Copies caregiver’s reactions to the book
� Begins to name some familiar objects in pictures

� Grasps a crayon and makes marks on paper
or surface

� Holds crayon or marker in fist

18-24 

MONTHS

� Carries book around the room
� May verbally request books
� Follows simple stories
� Especially likes nursery rhymes and books about

familiar routines like bedtime or bath time
� Uses a word or two to comment on a favorite

picture

� Scribbles and experiments with marks on
paper, but no understanding of “writing”
yet
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Reading Development Writing Development

2-3 

YEARS

� Loves reading the same book again and again
� Holds book right side up
� Learns to turn paper pages, may turn 2 to 3

pages at a time
� Searches for favorite picture or page
� Tells about pictures in own words
� Repeats some of the words or phrases in a

story
� Fills in words or completes the end of

sentences/rhymes in familiar stories
� Pretends to read books aloud to self
� Begins to recognize some frequently seen

signs and symbols (e.g., stop sign or fast food
logo)

� Scribbling becomes more varied to include
vertical lines, horizontal lines, and circles

� May start to hold a crayon between thumb and
fingers

� May verbally describe own drawings or “writing”

3-4 

YEARS

� Turns pages one at a time and from left to
right

� Sits still for longer stories read aloud
� Retells a familiar story in own words
� Begins to recognize some letters and numbers
� May spontaneously rhyme or detect rhymes
� Pretends to read to a caregiver, dolls, or

stuffed animals
� Relates a story to personal experiences

� Begins to draw recognizable forms
� Can copy a circle and a cross
� Understands that writing is used for

communicating ideas and information
� Makes symbols or squiggles that resemble writing
� Begins to copy some capital letters
� May switch direction while writing and rotate the

orientation of the paper
� Can dictate story or letter to be written down
� May express interest in typing on electronic

devices
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THE W

Instructional 
ORKSHOP: 

Strategies

6 Practice Fine Motor Skills
Young children need many kinds of opportunities to strengthen their hand and finger skills, which are later used 
for writing and drawing as well as for self-help skills such as feeding and dressing. Think about the materials and 
activities in your classroom, and create activities where children can practice reaching and grasping, picking up 
small objects and exploring them with hands and fingers, twisting and turning, pulling and pushing, and holding 
and experimenting with writing utensils. Toys such as blocks, shape sorters, buckets to empty and fill with objects, 
and pop-up boxes that require different actions to open each pop-up door help children with finger and hand 
strength and dexterity. Playing with safe sensory substances such as playdough, shaving cream, or edible finger 
paint promote use of fingers and hands. Offering writing utensils such as crayons, markers, sidewalk chalk, and 
paintbrushes allow children to practice gripping and making marks on paper or other surfaces.

Tips

• Before children learn to write, they need to practice many fine motor skills, such as how to hold a writing 
implement with their fingers, how to use the right amount of pressure to make marks on paper or another 
writing surface, how to hold the paper steady, and how to move their hand and arm in different ways to make 
lines, circles, and other shapes. Toddlers are just beginning to learn these skills, and drawing with crayons 
is often one of the first ways they practice. Share control with the child by letting her choose her paper and 
crayons. Show her how to handle and orient the paper, and how to make different kinds of marks such as lines 
and circles. 

• Activities such as stringing beads help children build a pincer grasp, finger strength, and dexterity, which are 
all skills needed to hold a pencil and write. Even though this activity does not look like writing, remember that 
skills such as grasping, twisting, and controlling finger movements are all skills needed to write. 

• It can be hard to watch young children struggle with learning new fine motor skills. An important part of 
skillful teaching is knowing when to let children try on their own and when to step in and help. Be patient, 
watch for signals, and provide “just enough” help to give children the opportunity to practice and build new 
developmental skills.  

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with helping toddlers practice fine motor skills in your classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5     6
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THE WORKSHOP: 

Instructional 
Strategies

Stop and Reflect: Practice Fine Motor

What are some objects you have in your classroom right now that could be used in ways that 
promote fine motor skills? What would the activities look like?

7 Point Out Print and Alphabet
Infants and toddlers are too young for reading instruction and should not be quizzed on letters. However, you can 
take natural opportunities as they arise to point out meaningful environmental print and letters to older toddlers. 
For example, when taking children for a walk, you can point out a STOP sign or WALK signal. If children bring 
lunches from home, you can also point out print on their food packages and tell them what it says. When you do 
these things in an informal, relaxed manner, children will eventually learn that print has meaning.

Tips

• Looking at a book provides natural opportunities to talk about letters in an informal way.

• Remember that environmental print is print that appears naturally or intentionally in children’s environments,
such as words printed on clothing, traffic signs, food boxes, labels, or children’s name tags. When you take
time to point out print that the children might not notice, make your comments personal and meaningful for
each child. When teachers take this approach, older toddlers start to notice and become excited about print
and letters, without becoming overwhelmed or bored with formal lessons they are not yet ready for.

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with pointing out print and alphabet?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5  6

What are some common print features you could point out to children in your classroom?

Stop and Reflect: Point Out Print
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8 Model Writing
Modeling writing is another way to show children that writing is used to communicate meaningful information. 
Modeling writing is emphasized more formally in pre-K classes and does not need to be a frequent focus of attention 
for infants and toddlers. However, when natural opportunities arise, you can show children what “writing” means. 
For example, when writing a child’s name on his artwork, you can tell the child “I’m writing your name on your 
paper: C-A-R-L-O-S, that says Carlos!” You might also tell children what you are doing when you write for other 
purposes (e.g., “Monica, I’m writing a note to your mommy to remind her to bring you more diapers.”)

Tips

• Even though toddlers are not yet reading or writing, you can start introducing them to the idea that print
has meaning. One good way to do this is to show them what writing looks like by demonstrating it within
the context of an activity. Over time, children who see adults writing become interested in trying to write
themselves.

• When you model writing for children, it helps to focus on words that are personally meaningful to the child.
One of the first words many children learn to recognize is their own name, so modeling writing of children’s
names is a good place to start. As children begin to learn the first letter of their name, you can ask THEM to tell
you which letter to write first!

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with using the “modeling” strategy in your classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5  6

Stop and Reflect: Model Writing

What would be a “natural opportunity” to model writing in your classroom? 
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9 Use Rhythm and Rhyme
Nursery rhymes, singing, and chanting encourage young children to tune in to sound patterns in ways that prepare 
their brains for later reading and spelling. Repetition of refrains (for example, “No more monkeys jumping on the 
bed!”) help children anticipate what is coming next and participate by joining in, even when their language skills 
are limited. Rhymes and songs can teach children new words, and can be used to teach specific information (such 
as counting or body parts). They also work well for signaling transitions (such as a “clean up” song). When reading 
a book or using a poster that depicts a nursery rhyme or song, use actions and your expressive voice to help children 
hear and follow the beat and understand the words.

Tips

• Remember that songs and finger plays are not just for Circle Time! Having books, binders, or posters of rhymes 
and songs available to children lets them make choices and come back to their favorites when they want to. 

• Fingerplays are rhymes that combine hand movements with a song or chant. Fingerplays are a simple, fun way to 
actively engage young children in rhythm and rhyme. Lyrics to the finger plays presented in the course can be 
found on the following page. 

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with using rhythm and rhyme in your classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5     6

What is a common rhyme you like to use in your classroom? What new words or concepts might the 
rhyme be teaching the children?

Stop and Reflect: Rhythm and Rhyme
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Finger Play!
There Was a Little Turtle
There was a little turtle, he lived in a box.
He swam in the water. He climbed on the rocks.
He snapped at a mosquito, snapped a flea,
snapped a minnow, he snapped at me!
He caught the mosquito, he caught the flea,
he caught the minnow, but he didn’t catch me!

Where is my bunny?
Where is my bunny? No one can see.
I think he’s hiding from me.
Here’s my bunny! He found a friend.
Look at all the others, now there are ten!

Three Little Monkeys
Three little monkeys, jumping on the bed.
One fell off and bumped his head.
Mama called the doctor and the doctor said,
“No more monkeys jumping on the bed!”
Two little monkeys jumping on the bed.
One fell off and bumped his head.
Mama called the doctor and the doctor said,
“No more monkeys jumping on the bed!”
One little monkey jumping on the bed.
He fell off and bumped his head.
Mama called the doctor and the doctor said,
“No more monkeys jumping on the bed!”

Open, Shut Them
Open, shut them, open, shut them, 
Give a little clap clap clap.
Open, shut them, open, shut them, 
Put them in your lap lap lap.
Creep them, crawl them. 
Creep them, crawl them.
Right up to your chin chin chin.
Open wide . . . your little mouth . . .
But do not let them in!

Flitter Flutter Butterfly
Flitter flutter butterfly,
Flying in the big blue sky.
Flutter high and flutter low,
Flutter fast and flutter slow.
Flitter flutter butterfly,
Flying in the big blue sky. 

Bumble Bees
Here’s the beehive, but where are the bees?
They’re hiding inside, nobody sees.
Soon they’ll come creeping out of their hive . . .
One, two, three, four, five. Zzzzzzzzzz!

Two Little Black Birds
Two little black birds, sitting on a hill. 
One named Jack, the other named Jill.
Fly away Jack! Fly away Jill!
Come back Jack! Come back Jill!

Two little black birds, sitting on a cup.
One named Down, the other named Up.
Fly away Down! Fly away Up!
Come back Down! Come back Up!

Two little black birds, sitting on a cloud.
One named Quiet, the other named Loud.
Fly away Quiet! Fly away Loud!
Come back Quiet! Come back Loud!

Two little black birds, sitting in a row.
One named Fast, the other named Slow.
Fly away Fast! Fly away Slow!
Come back Fast! Come back Slow!

Five Little Kittens
Five little kittens, standing in a row,
They nod their heads, to the children so.
They run to the left, they run to the right,
They stand up and stretch, in the bright sunlight. 
Along comes the dog, in for some fun,
MEOW! See those kittens run!

Five Little Babies
One little baby, rocking in a tree.
Two little babies, swimming in the sea.
Three little babies, crawling on the floor.
Four little babies, banging on the door.
Five little babies, playing hide-and-seek.
Keep your eyes covered now, until I say... 
PEEK!

Pancake
Mix a pancake, stir a pancake, 
Pour it in a pan.
Fry a pancake, toss a pancake, 
Catch it if you can!

PART 2



© 2017 The University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston. All rights reserved.
Page 25

PART 2

10  Use Props or Extenders
One way to make books “come alive” for young children and enhance their learning is to use props and extender 
activities. Props are objects you use to help tell or retell a story, or to share related information about a book. They 
may include items such as puppets or felt board cutouts that correspond to the book, or real objects that represent 
the pictured objects featured in the book. Extender activities may be songs, games, show-touch-and-tell experiences, 
cooking or art projects, or center activities that are introduced after reading a book. These activities provide 
opportunities to review and highlight the important words or ideas in the book you have read. For example, after 
reading a book about birds in a nest, you might show and pass around a real bird nest and talk about how it is made, 
and then encourage pretend play with bird puppets and brown confetti “nests” during free play time. Props and 
extender activities should always relate to the book in a meaningful way and include conversations with children 
about vocabulary and information connected to the book. 

Tips

• Meaningful book extender activities help children learn more about the content of the book, reinforce new
vocabulary words, and practice important developmental skills. For example, for a book about feelings, use
picture cards and a song to help children practice connecting feelings to facial expressions, and get them to
practice make their own feeling faces.

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with using props or extenders in your classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5  6

Stop and Reflect: Using Props and Extenders

Take a moment to brainstorm some props you could easily add into your favorite bookreading 
activities. 
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11  Link to Experiences
As you read with children, help them make meaningful connections by linking objects and activities from the book 
to the children’s own lives. You can do this by pointing out objects or activities on a page that the child also has 
or does. For example, you might point to a picture of shoes in a book and say, “Shoes! You have shoes on your feet 
too – here they are!” and tap the baby’s shoes. You might point to a picture of a car, and say, “Look at the car! Your 
mommy drives a car to bring you to school. You sit in your car seat in the car.” With toddlers, you can also ask simple 
questions as you make these kinds of links. For example, when reading a book about a dog, you might say “See the 
dog? Daddy told me you have a dog at home too! What’s your dog’s name?” or “This dog has soft fur….does your 
dog have soft fur too?” Linking book content to children’s own experiences helps children understand what they are 
seeing in the book, and encourages conversations that stimulate children’s language development while reading. 

Tips

• Children love books that they can relate to, and older toddlers are often eager to tell about their own
experiences. Welcome children to talk about times when THEY have had feelings and experiences like
characters in a book.

• Allow children to sometimes interrupt a book reading so that they can share their stories related to the book’s
topic. Model taking turns and listening attentively.

• Enrich the interaction by talking about children’s feelings, showing empathy through your facial expressions,
and sharing a personal story of your own.

Rate Yourself!

How comfortable do you feel with using the “link to experiences” strategy in your classroom?

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Very comfortable

 1  2  3  4  5  6

Stop and Reflect: Link to Experiences

Think about your last book reading. How could you have linked the topic to what you know about the 
children’s recent experiences?
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THE THEATER: 

Hear from 
the Experts

Environmental Print

We know environmental print is important in preschool, but you can also point out environmental print 
for toddlers and infants. For example, you might be walking in the park and point to a tree or bird. In the 
same way, you can point to a stop sign and say, “See? That sign says ‘stop,’ and those letters are S-T-O-P.” Or 
pointing to things on an ad or wherever you may see print in the world. This starts to build the idea that, ah, 
that’s not just a decoration. There’s actually some meaning behind that sign—it is trying to tell us something.

We know that an 18-month-old is not going to master the alphabet. They can’t and they shouldn’t at that age. 
But they’re able to pull these experiences together and recognize that there’s another layer of richness in the 
world around them and, more importantly, that print is not something merely found in books—that it’s all 
around us.

Supporting Dual Language Learners

A lot of teachers ask how they can support early pre-literacy skills that happen in infants and toddlers for 
babies who come from homes where English is not their first language. They may seem like they’re not talking 
at all, or they may come speaking a language that teachers do not know and do not have any resources for. 

One important thing to remember about infants and toddlers is that they are learning so much about 
language before they ever say their first word. So they are already understanding so many words in their 
home language that we could use to build new knowledge when they come into care settings. So learning 
more about what parents read or sing to them in their home language is important. 

One step is ask families, what are the stories that your child likes at home? What are the songs that you sing 
to them at home? This sets up a great relationship for partnering to support the child’s skill growth. 

Another thing to remember is that when children are first babbling and then learning to say their first words, 
they’re going to be babbling and approximating words. So just because you don’t understand the word, 
doesn’t mean it’s not a word. This happens a lot when children speak beginning words in another language. 
One strategy is to ask the families to give you a list of new words their children say and how they say it, and 
to update this list regularly. Because when children are starting to use their language, you want to respond 
appropriately. It’s important that the child feels that their language has an effect. 

Of course sometimes children are just practicing sounds, like ba, ba, ba. But imagine if that child gets to be 13 
months old and says ba, ba, ba, and he’s meaning a word, for instance, bottle. But his caregiver thinks he’s just 
practicing and returns his “ba, ba, ba, ba, ba” and walks away. The child wonders, why doesn’t she understand 
me? That’s a break in the language development process. So we want children to feel like competent 
communicators in whatever language they use.
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Encouraging Conversations Related to Books

Teachers sometimes wonder, how can we do this thing called dialogic reading with a child? First of all, 
remember, you’re trying to read with the child, not to the child in these settings. Young squirmy toddlers have 
a short attention span, which is normal and natural. They’re not necessarily going to let caregivers read every 
single line to them. And it’s actually not necessary to do so. 

First, hand the child the book. Let her control it. Let her go backward in the book and decide what speed to 
turn the pages. Give her a stack of books and let her actually choose which books she wants. All these choices 
give the child a sense of control and also engagement and investment in what’s happening in the act of 
reading together. 

Next, when they open the book, point out everything on the page and ask questions. For example: “Oh, 
there’s a ball. What’s happening here?” 

Third, have the child seek out things that are on the page and bring them to your attention. When they touch 
something or point at something, you as a caregiver can actually comment on that in a number of different 
ways to encourage conversation around it. 

And then the last piece is taking whatever you see together in the book and connecting it to the outside 
world. For example, if you’re reading a book about bedtime and talk about how the child goes to bed, the child 
begins to understand that books can reflect real life. This also means that they can start to build connections to 
other real life concepts they may not have experienced. So for instance you can read a book about sailing on the 
ocean, and maybe they’ve never been to the ocean, but they start to learn that oceans are a part of the world. 

Introducing Alphabets

When we think about getting young children ready to learn how to read and write, one of the first things that 
often comes to mind for teachers and parents is learning the alphabet. And we know there are lots of alphabet 
books, songs, apps, games, puzzles, and so forth that all focus on teaching young children the alphabet. And 
although these products have been made for preschoolers, we also have a lot of toddlers and infants being 
exposed to these as well. 

During the infant and toddler years, teachers really should not be spending a lot of time talking about the 
alphabet. When there are natural opportunities to talk about alphabet letters—for example, if you are reading 
an alphabet book or if you’re writing the child’s name—it’s OK to point out letters and talk about the alphabet. 
But it’s really not helpful for infants and toddlers to use strategies like drilling, flash cards, or letter of the 
week. There’s no evidence that these help kids learn to read any earlier. For infants and toddlers, we really 
want to focus on bringing forth a love of books and an interest in language, singing, and rhymes, as these truly 
contribute to children’s emergent literacy skills. 

Parent Literacy Levels

When parents tell you that they have trouble reading and are worried how it will affect their children, in 
the short term you can encourage them to look at books together with their children and just talk about 
the pictures. We know this practice is beneficial for even highly literate parents and their children. There 
are picture books that tell beautiful, rich, complex stories without a single word. This can encourage book 
sharing by taking away the stigma of not being able to read words. In the long term, let them know there are 
programs to help and refer them to local literacy agencies for adults. 
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THE LIBRARY How Early 
Experiences 
Promote a Lifelong 
Motivation to Read

We know from research that language ability and literacy skill go hand-in-hand.

The more a child is exposed to 
books in early childhood, the 
more advanced that child’s 
language skills will become.

Strong knowledge of 
vocabulary and the rules of 
language are necessary to be a 
good reader later in life. 

Research has identified at least four major academic milestones that track a clear progression of the importance of 
language and literacy development from early childhood through high school graduation (review the Talk with Me: 
Promoting Early Language Development course for an in depth look at these milestones).  

1. Vocabulary development by age 3 has been found to predict reading achievement by third grade. 
2. Achieving literacy by the third grade is correlated with reading proficiency in middle school. 
3. Students who demonstrate high performance in English and mathematics in middle school are more 

likely to pass state assessments in high school and go on to college. 

4. Students who successfully graduate high school on average have an annual income twice that of dropouts.

As these milestones demonstrate, the foundation for language and literacy development can be traced back to a 
child’s earliest years. 

By establishing a strong foundation, early language experiences and shared book 
readings greatly enhance children’s ability to understand more complicated 
written material in the later school years.

This means it is critical that children receive rich literacy experiences beginning 
at birth. But we know from research that literacy continues to be a central 
concern for at-risk students. 

The National Assessment of Education Progress found that 64% of fourth 
graders and 66% of eighth graders did NOT have the reading skills to ensure 
strong academic performance. 

This is because reading is essential for learning across all subjects throughout 
the school years. By third grade, children are expected to transition from 
“learning to read” to “reading to learn.” This means students should be able to 
learn new concepts by reading about them independently, for example, a student 
who is assigned to read a chapter in a science textbook for homework. 

2

2
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In this part of the course, we look at how early literacy experiences 
can promote a strong motivation to read, and what research tells 
us about how a child’s motivation to read affects later literacy and 
academic success. We will also look at some common issues faced by 
adults who struggle with literacy.  

Why is having the motivation to read important?

Researchers have found that children’s motivation to read and their 
appreciation of academic subjects decrease across the school years, 
and by middle school, many children become actively resistant to 
engaging in reading. 

Because reading is so important for learning new concepts, a 
resistance to reading can have negative impacts on academic success 
across all subject areas. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF VALUING 
READING

Research has found that the level at which students value an activity such as reading has a particularly important influence 
on their choice to engage in that activity. In fact, one study found that children’s value of reading in the 4th grade predicted 
how much time they spent reading once they got to 10th grade. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF MOTIVATION

Intrinsic motivation is a child’s willingness to do an activity because he values the activity itself, rather than a potential 
reward he gets from completing the activity (known as extrinsic motivation). 

For example, a teacher who gives gold stars for the number of books a child reads is using extrinsic motivation because 
the gold star is seen by the child as a reward. While extrinsic motivation isn’t necessarily bad, we know from research that 
intrinsic motivation leads to longer-term engagement with reading, more so than extrinsic motivation.

So how can we support a child’s intrinsic motivation to read? Experts recommend several instructional practices that 
support children’s natural or intrinsic motivation for reading:

• Have a wide variety of appealing, interesting books, both 
fiction and nonfiction, and gauge children’s interest in 
each book to find the right one

• Connect book readings to students’ own experiences or 
culture

• Do not overly restrict childrens’ choice of books and book 
topics

• Read with enthusiasm

• Respond to children’s attempts to engage in looking at 
and playing with books

• Read stories that include rhythms and rhymes

• Follow children’s interests

• Read children’s favorite stories over and over

GLUE
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THE CASE FOR CHOICE

Letting students make choices about what book to read, where to sit when we read, when to turn the page, and other small 
decisions can greatly enhance a child’s love of books and reading. Studies have found that:

• Allowing young children to make even the smallest choice about a task increases how much the child learns from the 
task and enhances the child’s interest in the activity. 

• Allowing students to make choices about their reading material increases the likelihood that they engage more in 
reading. 

• Providing genuine student choices increases children’s effort in and commitment to reading. 

THE CASE FOR FREQUENCY

Researchers believe that developing a book reading routine before the age of two sets into motion a “snowball” effect, in 
which the more children are read to, the more language and vocabulary skills develop as a result, and which in turn results in 
whether they understand storybooks and whether they enjoy being read to. 

Book reading in particular may affect children’s vocabulary knowledge because children’s books contain three times as many 
rare or low-frequency words as do TV shows or adults’ conversations with children. This “rare” vocabulary are words that 
can slip through the cracks at a young age, but which we know are so important for understanding written material later in 
school. 

Don’t be afraid to use “big” words at an early age, as this helps build children’s vocabulary! 
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ADULT LITERACY

We know that literacy is really important for school success. How else does literacy affect us as adults?

In the worst case scenarios, we know poor literacy impacts academic achievement, high school graduation rates, 
employment, and overall adult well-being. 

• Adults with low literacy are 2 to 4 times more likely to be unemployed

• 43% of adults with low literacy live in poverty

• 65-75% of prison inmates have low literacy levels

But thinking outside of the worst case scenario, reading helps us obtain and understand important information across all 
aspects of life—not just in school—such as opening a bank account, figuring out public transportation, understanding 
medical prescriptions, or completing job applications. 

The good news is there are adult literacy programs that help adults who have fallen behind in literacy skills. Studies have 
shown these initiatives to be effective at opening up opportunities for better employment and further education, as well as 
empowering individuals in all aspects of life. ProLiteracy.org maintains a national directory for adult literacy programs. 

Ultimately, the goal is to remove the need for adult literacy programs by providing and strengthening literacy experiences for 
young children. 

REMEMBER…

Reading skills predict overall academic outcomes, which is why it is so important that children become strong readers during 
the elementary years.

You, as an infant and toddler teacher, have a unique opportunity to support later literacy by engaging a child’s interest in and 
love of books. This early interest can grow into a continuous motivation to read in elementary school and beyond.
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THE LIBRARY 

Connecting 
Developmental 
Theories to 
Early Literacy

 WHAT IS EARLY LITERACY?

Long before children learn to read and write, they acquire many developmental skills that prepare their brains for 
formal reading and writing instruction. These are called “early literacy” or “pre-literacy” skills, and they include:

• understanding what a book is and what to do with it

• exploring how sounds are put together to form words and how to isolate sounds within words they hear

• identifying words that rhyme and those that start or end with the same letter

• recognizing that printed words have meaning

• recognizing familiar signs and symbols in environmental print (e.g., STOP signs, restaurant signs, cereal boxes) 

• identifying and beginning to write alphabet letters  

All of these skills work together and contribute to a child’s readiness to learn to read and write. The process of 
children’s development of these skills over time is also known as “emergent literacy” because children build their 
readiness for reading and writing gradually over a period of years, starting from birth. Emergent literacy happens 
through exposure to spoken language, storytelling, picture books, drawing and writing materials, and experiences 
like being read to by caring adults, talking about letters and sounds, and seeing adults write words and sentences. 
Over time, young children weave together their understanding and use of spoken language with their emerging 
knowledge of print concepts and the alphabet to move into conventional reading and writing.

WHAT DO THEORIES TELL US ABOUT HOW LITERACY DEVELOPS?

The brain is not hard-wired for reading and writing, as it is for learning spoken language. Child development 
theorists and researchers have different ideas about how children learn to read and the best ways to teach them. 
These differing theories impact how and when reading is taught in early childhood and elementary classrooms and 
what we expect of young children. In the next sections we will look at the implications of developmental theories 
for literacy development. 

General theories of child development give us a broad perspective on how children think and learn. Some of these 
theories have implications for when and how children can learn to read. 
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LEV VYGOTSKY’S SOCIOCULTURAL THEORY 

Lev Vygotsky’s Sociocultural theory emphasizes 
the importance of the learning that happens 
through interactions between the child and a more 
knowledgeable peer or adult during various activities. 
According to Vygotsky, there are two pathways for skill 
development. Some skills develop according to basic 
biology—the body and the brain must go through a 
natural growth process before the skill can be learned. 
For example, even though you might demonstrate to a 
newborn baby how to walk, encourage him to walk, and 
hold him in a standing position, it is not possible for this 
young infant to start walking until his body and brain 
are ready, which usually happens around 12 months old. 
There are other kinds of skills, however, which require, 
or are facilitated by, interactions between the child and 
a more knowledgeable person, such as an older peer or 
a teacher or parent. The more knowledgeable person 
helps the child learn by demonstrating skills that are a 
little bit higher than what the child can do by herself 
and by prompting and guiding the child to be able to 
do or say more than she could by herself. This process 
of demonstrating a skill and giving “just enough help” 
for the child to succeed at it is called scaffolding. With 
repeated experiences of scaffolded learning, the child 
begins to master the new skill herself and be able to do 
it without help. A skillful teacher or parent watches to 
see what the child can already do and figures out how 
much help is needed for the child to get to the next level 
of skill. This process is known as working within the 
child’s “zone of proximal development.” 

Learning to read and write are skills that fit well within Vygotsky’s theory—adults demonstrate reading and writing, point 
out print, name and talk about alphabet letters and their sounds, and share nursery rhymes. They also provide guided, 
scaffolded opportunities for children to practice activities such as holding and looking at books, telling and retelling stories, 
identifying and writing alphabet letters, chanting nursery rhymes, and beginning to read and write with help. Without such 
personal interactions and scaffolding, children do not learn these skills. Research on early literacy development is consistent 
with Vygotsky’s theory: one of the best predictors of later reading skills is whether parents read regularly with their children 
during early childhood. Children also tend not to pay attention to print on the pages of a picture book unless the reading 
partner points it out to the child. These findings highlight the importance of caregiver-child interactions as well as the need 
to work within the child’s zone of proximal development. 

BRONFENBRENNER’S BIOECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS THEORY

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory has additional implications for children’s literacy development. Like 
Vygotsky, Bronfenbrenner emphasizes the importance of children’s interactions with others in their social and cultural 
environments. He goes further in considering the many layers of relationships within and between systems and environments 
that have both direct and indirect impacts on the child’s experience. Bronfenbrenner’s theory implies that children’s literacy 
development will be impacted not only by the interactions they have with their parents and teachers, but also by broader 
aspects of their environments. For example, does the home contain a variety of books, including appealing books for 
children? 
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Does the family have ready access to local libraries 
and bookstores in their neighborhood? Do children 
see their family members and other people in their 
community reading for pleasure? Is literacy valued 
by the child’s extended family and culture? Are 
pediatricians talking with parents about the importance 
of reading to their children when they come for 
checkups? Family literacy programs that support 
families through adult literacy services, parent-child 
reading activities, and providing age-appropriate books 
to children are consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s 
model. 

The term “family literacy” was first used by researcher 
Denny Taylor in 1983 to describe the family 
environment in which young children experience 
books, reading, and writing in their homes. She 
documented the many activities that parents may 
naturally engage in with or around children that 

contribute to children’s emergent literacy development. For example, parents demonstrate reading as they themselves 
read books, magazines, and newspapers. They read picture books to children and show them how to hold the book and 
turn pages. They point out the child’s name in print and encourage children to recognize printed logos and words on 
cereal boxes, restaurant signs, or traffic signs. They demonstrate writing as they write shopping lists or notes to family 
members, and they may provide toys that expose children to alphabet letters. Even though these parents are not teaching 
their children to read, they are setting the stage for children’s interest in books and reading and providing an environment 
that supports the learning of those skills. Taylor’s observations have led to the development of many programs designed 
to support families in providing this kind of literacy-rich environment, particularly for families who may not naturally 
engage in the activities described above. These efforts are supported by research that shows a strong relationship between 
family literacy and student achievement. Family literacy programs often focus primarily on parent-child storybook reading. 
Some have criticized these programs for focusing exclusively on young children and on book-reading alone rather than 
on older children and broader aspects of the home literacy environment. Some family literacy programs now do address 
adult literacy, the role of fathers and grandparents as well as mothers, and home-school connections to support children’s 
learning across environments. These approaches are consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s concept of the environmental 
systems that surround children through both direct and indirect interaction.   

MATURATIONIST THEORY

Maturationist theorists such as Arnold Gessell (1880-1961) believe that children’s development unfolds largely according to 
predictable patterns and sequences that are guided by the child’s genetics, temperament, and physical and mental growth. 
Children’s individual rates of development may vary, and may be influenced by environmental factors, but he emphasizes 
that mental and physical development go hand in hand and progress along a predetermined, naturally unfolding pathway. 
Maturationist theory implies that children cannot be hurried 
ahead in their development of skills and that skills such as 
reading and writing should not be introduced until children’s 
cognitive and motor development indicate readiness. They 
believe that, for reading, this usually occurs between the ages 
of 5 and 6.5 years, and there is not much that teachers or 
parents can do to speed the process along. In fact, they believe 
that teaching literacy too early could be harmful to the child’s 
development. This theory was only prevalent in the United 
States through the 1950s, but some countries still subscribe to 
this theory and do not start teaching reading until later ages. 
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At the other end of the spectrum, some parents become so concerned with trying to make their infants and toddlers 
“smart” that they spend time intensively working with them on activities such as flashcards and videos that claim to teach 
babies to read. For most children, such programs are not effective, and drilling and quizzing can lead young children to 
get “turned off” to reading and books. It is much more developmentally appropriate and beneficial to encourage infants 
and toddlers to explore their environments, play independently and with others, and learn to understand and use spoken 
language. However, it is also true that most children will not learn to read without explicit instruction. Waiting for children 
to mature without introducing any pre-literacy concepts or skills is very unlikely to result in children learning to read. 
Reading researchers generally agree that laying a solid foundation in oral language skills is important for infants, toddlers, 
and preschoolers, and that during the preschool years (ages 3 to 5), most children are ready to start learning about alphabet 
letters, rhyming and alliteration, and print concepts such as how to hold a book and the direction that we read on a page. 
These skills need to be taught in fun, hands-on ways that match young children’s interests and motivation.  

CONCLUSION

In summary, developmental theories remind us to consider children’s physical, cognitive, and linguistic maturation 
in relation to reading and not to spend time trying to formally teach children to read and write before they are 
developmentally ready. On the other hand, literacy development is an emergent process that begins at birth as children are 
exposed to spoken and written language and books. Over time, and with the support of their families and other caregivers, 
they begin to tune in to information and activities that will ultimately help them become readers and writers. It is also 
important to promote family literacy through activities such as helping families access books for their homes, providing 
opportunities for adult literacy instruction, encouraging reading and writing for pleasure and for function at home, and 
building connections between families and schools.  
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