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Most Pacific parents desire literacy attainment for children. They see it as a future investMost 

Most Pacific parents desire literacy 
attainment for children.  They see it as a 
future investment for employment. Many 
also believe, mistakenly, that their children 
should start reading and writing instruction 
in preschool. Early childhood teachers, 
however, know that basic skills need to 
be developed before reading and writing 
instruction can begin. The development of 
these skills is critical to later school success 
(Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Young 
children develop early literacy skills best 
through play.  Thus, teachers’ objectives 
and practices are often in conflict with 
parents’ beliefs and attitudes. In this paper, 
I will discuss early literacy skills that are 
developed by young children (3-6 year olds) 
at play in the preschool environment. 

If you are an early childhood teacher, you 
probably think of literacy as the ability 
to read and write in a functional way, 
and you know that the early processes 
begin not long after birth when parents 
speak, listen and read to children. You 
recognise that parents play a key role 
in the process. With their help, young 

children can develop early literacy skills 
such as print knowledge, early writing and 
linguistic awareness, and can acquire many 
of the other skills necessary for starting to 
learn reading and writing: a strong grasp of 
their vernacular, exposure to reading and 
writing and the opportunity to play in order 
to develop these skills. 

Language and Literacy in the early 
years

Literacy development is very complex 
and requires much more than reciting the 
alphabet and copying letters. Building skills 
for literacy is like building a house - you 
need to start with a strong foundation of 
skills.  

   

Foundations

Initially, children develop good concentration 
and listening skills as well as a strong grasp 
of their vernacular language. You know 
that language is important for thinking and 
communication and begins around one year 
of age and develops rapidly during the next 
few years. A good grasp of a vernacular 
language assists children with later literacy 
skills. Pretend play is one way to help 
children build up their vernacular language. 
Pretend play is highly correlated with verbal 
comprehension (Cicchetti et al 1994).

You can see that a language foundation 
comprises a strong vernacular vocabulary 
with a wide variety of words describing 
the world around us, science, maths, 
and environmental areas; knowledge of 
vernacular sentence structure; being able 
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to ask and answer questions, and having 
the confidence to speak in front of others. 
All of these skills are developed at home 
and at preschool through social interaction 
when talking and listening to peers and 
adults. Early childhood teachers organise 
play-based activities such as playing house, 
water play, art and craft to further develop 
these skills.

At the foundation level, children also develop 
visual skills such as visual discrimination of 
size, shape, length, colour, and patterns of 
objects. They learn to discriminate through 
sorting and matching objects such as shells, 
leaves, boxes, seeds, insects, sea animals. 
They also sort and match pictures and soon 
learn the notion of same and different. Visual 
discrimination is needed for distinguishing 
between the letters of the alphabet. 

Children also learn to sequence or order 
events, sizes, shapes, lengths and patterns. 
Activities such threading beads in order, 
arranging sizes in order or events in a 
picture are used by early childhood teachers. 
Sequencing is needed for recognising words 
and meanings in sentences. 

At the foundation level, children also 
develop auditory skills such as auditory 
discrimination by identifying different 
sounds. Initially children learn to differentiate 
sounds such as animal noises, cars, voices, 
machines, wind. This helps them distinguish 
same and different sounds and later, through 
rhymes, they learn to distinguish the 
sounds at the ends of words and then at 
the beginnings of words. Hearing rhyme in 
nursery rhymes, poems, and stories written 
in verse helps children recognise rhyme 
which may be an entry point to phonemic 
awareness development, even in children as 

young as three to four years (Bryant, 1990). 
Such children can make judgments about 
when words rhyme, and when they begin 
with the same sound (alliteration). 

At the foundation level, children also develop 
fine motor skills such as strong, flexible, and 
well-controlled muscles of the hands.  This 
is good preparation for the fine manipulation 
required for writing and is best developed 
through free drawing rather than colouring 
in as more muscle development occurs and 
children are more actively engaged.

Early literacy skills such as print 
knowledge, early writing, and linguistic 
awareness are developed once children 
have developed a language foundation. 

Print knowledge 

Print knowledge is children’s awareness of 
the written word in everyday life through 
books, words and letters. Book awareness is 
learned by handling books and being read to. 
Children learn how a book looks and feels, 
which is the right way up, that you start at 
the front of a book and work through to the 
back, that reading occurs from left to right 
and from top to bottom of a page, and that 
you turn pages one at a time. 

Print awareness is another type of print 
knowledge and is demonstrated when 
children recognise print, signs and logos 
such as a ‘stop’ sign, packet labels, a child’s 
name, etc. They then start to ask questions 
about words around them.

Print knowledge also involves letter 
awareness which is recognising the letters 
of the alphabet. Often, children gain 
awareness of the alphabet through learning 
the “Alphabet song” and then asking about 
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letters in their name or any other words in 
their classroom. Early childhood teachers 
usually help children identify their name 
by asking them to select their printed name 
each day from a chart or writing their name 
on their drawings and sculptures during 
art/craft activities. Children usually learn 
the letters in their name, starting from the 
first letter. 

Early Writing

Another early literacy skill is early writ-
ing, which is children’s first attempts to 
use print in a significant way. Children 
begin writing letters or letter-like symbols 
to imitate writing. Early writing may look 
like rows of wavy lines across the page or it 
may be wavy lines with spaces in between. 
This signals that children are aware of the 
linearity of writing. Teachers give children 
opportunities for writing so they can develop 
these skills.

Children also learn that writing starts on the 
left-hand side of a page and goes from top 
to bottom. When teachers write children’s 
names or anything else they begin at the top 
left hand corner of a page to demonstrate 
this.

Children also recognise genres or different 
structures for writing such as cards, letters, 
newspapers, books, lists, and so on when 
given opportunities for looking at and mak-

ing different forms of writing at home or 
in the early childhood classroom. It is im-
portant that children are exposed to these 
different forms and have opportunities 
to write in these different forms in their 
activities. For example, children see the 

story form in books, they write lists for the 
pretend play shop, or they pretend to read 
the newspaper in their pretend home centre 
in the early childhood classroom.

Linguistic awareness 

Linguistic awareness is children’s awareness 
of how the language works. It is developed 
through speaking or singing about words 
and sounds. Children learn that some 
words are made up of two smaller words eg 
chalkboard, playdough, windscreen. They 
also begin to understand specific sounds that 
letters make, e.g. the letter ‘b’ says buh and 
that the same sound can be heard in different 
words, e.g. the word ‘day’ starts with ‘d’ 
and so does the word ‘dog’. Breaking up 
words into sounds (decoding) is known as 
phonemic awareness. By saying rhymes, 
playing “I spy” and rhyming word games 
and discussing words that share common 
sounds and letter sequences ( ‘cat’ rhymes 
with ‘at’, ‘hat’ and ‘fat’), they are indirectly 
helping to promote word refinement and 
analysis at the level of the phoneme. 
Phonemic awareness is a critical requirement 
for reading (Hempenstall (1997).

In order to learn to spell, children need to 
know the written word sounds or graphemes 
(Hempenstall (1997:202). Children who lack 
knowledge of rhyme and word sounds have 
difficulty with reading, writing and spelling 
in school. 

How can we help children develop literacy 
skills?

To help children develop literacy skills, 
parents, care-givers and teachers can: 

talk and listen to children in their 
vernacular to build up a strong 
language foundation,

read to children, which helps 
them to learn book skills, print 
knowledge, new vocabulary and, 
above all, they learn to enjoy 
reading, 

•

•
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equip children with their own 
books - to look at pictures, words, 
sentences and paragraphs, and 

supply children with coloured 
pencils and paper to practice 
drawing and writing.

Children love to imitate older people, so 
when they see adults reading and writing 
regularly, they are more likely to become 
curious to learn. An environment that 
supports oral language development as well 
as providing opportunities for children to 
experience reading, writing and print is a 
language rich environment. 

How do teachers promote literacy in an 
early childhood classroom? 

To develop language and early literacy skills, 
early childhood teachers plan play activities 
which have language and literacy goals and 
objectives. They observe children during 
these activities in order to assess their skills 
and levels of literacy development, identify 
weaknesses and extend their learning. 
Children’s literacy development is varied 
and unique. For example, one child may not 
be able to write any letters while another 
may be able to write his/her name from 
memory. Early childhood teachers evaluate 
the activities they plan to see if their goals 
and objectives are achieved and to improve 
their teaching.

Teachers try to provide children with an 
oral language rich environment, whereby 
children talk with peers in play (and 
work). Children also need opportunities 
for speaking in front of a group such as in 
discussion of issues with their teacher and 
peers, story retelling, event recalling and 
talking about their paintings, drawings, 
constructions and walks in the garden to 
look at insects and bugs. It is important to 

•

•

have conversations and listen to children. 
Questioning children about word sounds and 
rhymes during discussion, and facilitating 
play is also important to children because 
it helps them to extend their vocabulary, 
learning words that are related to science, 
maths, the environment, plants, concepts etc 
as they explore and experiment.

To develop a print rich environment for 
reading and writing, children need to see 
words and different types of print. Early 
childhood teachers display words, signs, 
charts, books, letters and logos in the 
classroom. They label learning centres and 
equipment with the word and a symbol to 
help children ‘read’ the word.  For example, 
they might put up the word ‘blocks’ and a 
picture of blocks beside it. They will put 
books on tables and posters on walls. The 
children are helped to make their own 
story books or posters which have pictures 
and words for animals, colours, shapes or 
plants.  Words, logos and signs seen in their 
community are available for use in block 
play or the sand pit, e.g. road signs (stop, 
go, airport), food containers (milk, sweets 
and sugar), Telecom, MacDonalds, MH, 
Coca Cola, etc.

 
When children are provided with opportunities 
for drawing they are beginning the process 
of early writing. Initially children cannot 
distinguish drawing from writing but they 
soon learn that drawing communicates their 
message. Later, they try to write.  Here 
they need a purpose such as writing their 
name on their work, thanking mum for all 
the nice things she does, presenting a story, 
making a card or invitation, making a poster 
or book. 

Teachers plan writing and reading tasks as 
part of pretend play in shops, libraries, banks, 
post offices and so on. When a teacher sets 
up the dramatic area as a restaurant, children 
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Some possibilities for your classroom

may become waiters who write orders and 
receipts, or become chefs who read recipes, 
make lists for shopping, and match labels of 
groceries to shelf names. Playing restaurants 
uses related vocabulary, e.g. ‘recipe’, 
‘ingredients’, ‘grams’, ‘receipt’. These are 
opportunities for real literacy experiences 
which are meaningful to children.

Asking children to read what they wrote is a 
motivator for literacy, even if it is scribble, 
because children who write using low-
level writing forms may actually be quite 
advanced in their literacy development. 
Allowing for opportunities to experiment 
with print without commenting on its 
correctness is also a positive step to literacy 
development.
  

Motivation and curiosity are essential to the 
literacy process. Forcing children to do a 
task which is too difficult for them interferes 
with their motivation to learn and destroys 
their curiosity. It may even make them feel 
like failures for the rest of their reading and 
writing life. 

Play helps increase motivation and curiosity 
because learning is connected to feelings 
– what you feel good about you are more 
motivated to do and so you remember more. 
Play makes learning more fun. That is 
why teachers use play-based activities 
to develop language and literacy skills. 
Pretend play is very good for developing 
literacy. Adding props to pretend play 
helps children become more talkative 
with peers and learn new words. If 
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children have puppets, dressing-up clothes, 
special hats, masks, etc., they can act out the 
roles (mothers, doctors, pilots) more easily 
and have reasons to negotiate and socialise 
with each other. 

Conclusion

The early childhood classroom is where the 
foundation skills, print knowledge, early 
writing and linguistic awareness for lan-
guage and literacy develop. Early childhood 
teachers play a key role. They must plan, set 
up and facilitate the environment so that it is 
enticing and provides opportunities for lan-
guage and literacy experiences. Under these 
conditions children will develop effective 
skills needed for literacy success.
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