How Parents can encourage Early Literacy Development

There is much truth in the cliché that parents are a child’s first teachers – especially when it comes to a child’s early literacy. Simple activities such as reading storybooks or singing songs to a child can have significant impact on a child’s ability to develop language and literacy skills. But there are many more things parents do and can do to ensure that their children get off to a good start on the road to speaking, listening, and reading. 

Today we have a new understanding of how children learn to read and what environmental factors have negative or positive effects on literacy development. We know that skilled readers continually have higher academic scores and have the best chance of lifelong success. We know that the path to skilled reading begins in the earliest years, between birth and age five. And we are beginning to learn what activities, tools or programs can be used in the home or nurseries to provide the best advantage to young children as they move into literacy.

Home or family literacy activities for young children will help to develop vocabulary, language, phonological awareness (understanding of the sounds and the meaning of spoken language), as well as book awareness and interest. They cultivate understandings of narrative structure, functions and concepts of print; and foster letter and word recognition as well as overall comprehension skills. These child and parent-child activities can include: 

· providing access to numerous books, including alphabet books, picture books and books with rhyming; 

· reading storybooks with a child; 

· offering access to different writing implements and  paper; 

· giving access to games that encourage alphabet knowledge and reading, such as magnetised alphabet and computer reading games; 

· teaching the alphabet, letter sounds, how to write a child’s name, and new words; 

· engaging in songs and music, oral stories and other art-based activities; 

· engaging in regular, detailed and informative conversations with their child; 

· exposing children to adult reading activities – simply by having them see adults reading at home every day (books, magazines, online articles); and 

· visiting a library or bookshop.

A family literacy environment should include activities that guide and nurture all aspects of language and literacy development. Below are suggested activities that can easily be adopted or adapted to suit a child’s age and interests.

Activities that foster vocabulary and language development:
· Have regular (more than once a week), detailed, informative conversations with children. For example, during bath time ask, “What do you think happens to water when it goes down the drain?” Ask other exploratory questions in the car, while eating or reading. 

· Teach children new words on a regular basis. 

· Comment on children’s surroundings, particularly when in a new environment. Talk about children’s experiences before, during and after a new activity. 

· Encourage children to talk about their favourite books – get them to “read” it to you, or have them comment on their favourite part. Respond back to encourage continued conversation. 

Activities that foster phonological awareness (understanding the sounds and meaning of spoken language):

· Sing songs, recite nursery rhymes and poems, engage in language and rhyming games that draw attention to language and sounds. 

· Draw attention to letter sounds – use everyday activities to talk about letters and their sounds. (Milk begins with the letter m. M makes the mmmmm sound) 

· Read books that focus on sounds and rhymes 

· Lay out groupings of pictures that feature similar sounding words (e.g. house and mouse, ball and bell) and, in a quiet place, encourage children to find the picture of one of the items (Can you find the bell?). 

Activities that foster understanding of narrative structure (understanding the parts of narrative, such as sequence of events, characters and dialogue):

· Read to children frequently and in different situations – bedtime, on the bus, in the bookstore.  Encourage children to pretend to read (e.g. give them a picture book and have them tell you the story) and encourage turn-taking with books children are familiar with. 

· Take time for oral storytelling and pretend storytelling using puppets or dolls. 

Activities that foster book awareness and interest (understanding that books convey ideas, knowledge and information as well as creating positive experiences with books and reading):

· Provide access to a variety of books, including alphabet books, picture books and books with rhyming. 

· Make regular visits to a library or bookshop.  Expose children to different kinds of books – storybooks, non-fiction books (e.g. about trucks, nature, dinosaurs), and poetry. 

· Read to your child frequently and create a warm storytime or reading environment. Let children initiate shared reading times, encourage children to take turns reading, allow time for questions. 

· Connect visual experiences to books – if a child takes an avid interest in a television program, extend their knowledge by obtaining books on the same or similar topics. 

· Allow children to see adults in the home reading every day (books, magazines, online articles). 

Activities that foster understanding of print concepts and functions, as well as letter and word recognition (understanding that print gives us meaningful information, can amuse, comfort and entertain. Understanding that print follows certain conventions, such as spaces between words, is read left to right, top to bottom. Understanding that words are made up of letters.):

· Allow children to help with daily activities involving print – write a shopping list, write an appointment in a calendar, choose items from a take-out menu. Explain the purpose of these activities. 

· Explain and show how print works – read the title and author of a book before reading, follow the print with your fingers as you read. 

· Point out conventions of print when reading (e.g. if a child interrupts while reading, explain that you will answer when you finish the sentence and point to the full stop when you get there. Say what it means, then allow time to answer the original question). 

· Provide access to games that encourage alphabet knowledge and reading, such as magnetic alphabet, computer reading games 

· Encourage children to learn the first letter of their name and help them find it in printed materials they encounter (signs, mail, etc.). 

· Teach children alphabet songs. 

· Write a child’s name often – include it on their art work, label the door to their room, or their favourite toy. As they get older, write labels for common words and place them on the item. 

Activities that foster comprehension (understanding the meaning of language heard in everyday conversation and in narrative form):

· Ask questions during shared activities such as reading, watching television or playing computer games that help children think about vocabulary, plot, or character. 

· Tell a story or listen to an audio recording of a book, then ask children to draw a picture of their favourite part of the story and have a conversation about it.

