
Essential Components of Early Literacy

In a new position statement entitled “Literacy Development in the Preschool 
Years,” the International Reading Association emphasizes the importance 
of these early years for children’s social, emotional, physical, cognitive, 

language, and literacy development. The association underlines the necessity for 
quality preschool programs to ensure that children are prepared for school.  

What should we look for in a preschool classroom? In a summary of the 
National Early Literacy Panel’s recommendations, Strickland and Shanahan 
identify fi ve skills that can lead to later achievement in literacy for children 
from birth to age fi ve. These skills are oral language development, phonological 
and phonemic awareness, alphabet knowledge, print knowledge, and writing. 
This panel’s purpose was to provide a research synthesis on early literacy 
development that would contribute to educational policy and best practices 
for teachers and families. Best practices in early childhood classrooms should 
address these skills.

Shaywitz writes that a child’s reading ability refl ects his or her language skills, 
and a reading disability refl ects a defi cit within the language system. The 
fi rst step toward literacy involves spoken language. Oral language lays the 
foundation for other language-related skills, including the ability to read. As 
children develop basic auditory skills, they can develop a sensitivity to more 
specifi c language features.                                                                        

While children’s early language development consists primarily of listening 
and speaking, they may develop an awareness of fi ner units of language as 
they begin to communicate through words. The understanding that spoken 
language consists of words, syllables, and phonemes (the smallest units of 
speech) is known as phonological awareness. The National Research Council 
calls phonemic awareness “a crucial early step toward understanding the 
alphabetic principle and, ultimately, toward learning to read” (NRC, p. 9). As 
young children become familiar with the sound structure of language, they begin 
to experiment with words, syllables, and phonemes through nursery rhymes, 
songs, and poetry. Through a variety of approaches and activities, families and 
preschool programs can encourage children in their language explorations.
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Phonological Awareness

Catherine Snow defi nes phonological awareness as “the ability to attend explic-
itly to the phonological structure of spoken words rather than just to meanings 
and syntactic role” (p. 111). Snow details research that “has confi rmed that 
children who have a greater degree of phonological awareness when they enter 
school are better equipped to learn to read” (p. 46). In order to read and write, 
children need to be aware of the sounds of language and of how sounds work 
in words.

Dechant presents an early research synthesis 
of phonological awareness. He identifi es levels 
and stages in the developmental process of 
phonological and phonemic awareness. While 
Dechant elucidates that there are no clear-cut 
lines between levels, the process clearly begins 
with a broad awareness of parts of words that 
gradually becomes more specifi c. His break-
down is as follows:

In Level 1, “awareness of gross differences” 
denotes a child’s ability to demarcate words. 
(For example, in the sentence “I see you,” the 
child must identify three separate words.) The 
next skill in this level involves awareness of 
rhyme. In the rhyming stage, children listen 
for words that sound alike through paying 

attention to the ending of the word, such as at in mat. Many teachers fi rst 
address the next skill stage, syllable awareness, by having children identify 
the two parts of compound words. Through this activity, the teacher can 
familiarize children with the concepts of segmenting and blending. As children 
progress through Level 1, they move from segmenting sentences into words to 
concentrating on word endings to determining the number of syllables in 
a word.  

Level 2 focuses on increasingly smaller units of language. In this level, 
children begin by listening for the initial sounds of words. They then listen for 
alliteration and fi nally learn to distinguish the initial sound (the onset) from the 
rest of the word (the rime). Children at Level 3 work with the smallest unit of 
sound, the phoneme. They begin by learning to segment a word into individual 
phonemes and then learn to blend these phonemes back into a word. Phonemic 
manipulation entails adding and deleting phonemes from a word as well as 
substituting one sound or phoneme for another. This last stage in Level 3 is 
the most diffi cult for children. To ease the transition, teachers often begin by 
manipulating the initial sounds of words, then move to the fi nal sounds, and 
fi nally change the medial vowels.  

Instruction in the earlier stages of phonological sensitivity may begin in 
Pre-Kindergarten, whereas instruction in phonemic awareness may be more 
developmentally appropriate for children in Kindergarten. Teachers should 
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recognize that to teach phonemic sensitivity, they must have the knowledge and 
background necessary to demonstrate phonemes in isolation. I suggest that they 
participate in a professional development session with an expert in the fi eld 
(such as a speech/language pathologist) so that they can learn the differences 
between voiced and voiceless consonants, which consonants can most easily be 
articulated accurately without a vowel, and the concept of coarticulation (the 
way phonemes are infl uenced by the phonemes that precede or follow them). 

The choice of sounds to study in early phonemic awareness lessons is an 
important one. As they help children develop phonemic awareness, teachers 
should avoid using words with the letter r as examples. The letter r is sometimes 
referred to as a liquid sound, making it neither a consonant nor a vowel. It 
is impossible to articulate it in isolation without attaching a vowel to it. For 
example, if I were to ask a teacher to sound out the word rat, the response 
might be /∂r/ /a/ /t∂/. However, teachers should not articulate an unaccented 
vowel, or schwa, before they make the sound of the letter r or add a schwa 
after the sound that the letter t makes. Rather, they should teach phonemic 
segmenting with sounds that are easily made in isolation without adding 
an additional vowel sound. The easiest phonemes to use as you begin this 
instruction are /m/, /s/, and /f/. These phonemes are a good starting point 
because they are continuants—you can hold on to them while you articulate 
them. This makes blending a much easier process, especially for young children.  

Anthony, Lonigan, Driscoll, Phillips, and Burgess recently investigated the 
order of acquisition of phonological sensitivity skills among preschool and 
Kindergarten children. They separated phonological sensitivity into four levels 
of linguistic complexity: words, syllables, onsets and rimes, and phonemes. 
Their research suggests that in the early developmental stages, children 
show phonological sensitivity by identifying large phonological units such as 
words and syllables. As children progress into the later stages, “phonological 
sensitivity manifests itself in the ability to manipulate phonemes. Rudimentary 
or shallow phonological sensitivity skills set the stage for more advanced or 
deep phonological sensitivity skills like phonological awareness” (p. 473). The 
study demonstrates the sequence in which children become sensitive 
to different linguistic units: “children generally mastered word-level 
skills before syllable-level skills, 
syllable-level skills before onset-rime skills, and onset-rime skills 
before phoneme-level skills controlling for task complexity” (p. 481).

Along these same lines, Pullen and Justice conclude that phonological 
awareness is a powerful predictor of reading achievement and should 
be taught at the preschool level across a continuum from “shallow” 
to “deep.” Like Anthony et al., Pullen and Justice identify the 
awareness of phonemes as “the most sophisticated level of skill” (p. 
88). 

It is important to ensure that phonological and phonemic awareness activities 
are developmentally appropriate. Given the research cited above, teachers 
should be attentive to the sequence of phonological and phonemic awareness 
instruction. In early childhood classrooms, children should participate in literacy 

“ Children should 
participate in literacy 
development activities 
throughout the day.”
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development activities throughout the day. Morrow suggests that teachers 
provide literacy instruction spontaneously as well as at regular times. She 
advises teachers to offer explicit instruction when they model activities, provide 
guided practice when children try out what was taught, and provide scaffolding 
when needed.

Here is the sequence I recommend for phonological awareness instruction:

1. Words (sentence segmenting)

2. Rhyming words (ending word parts that sound the same)

3. Compound words (segmenting and blending)

4. Syllables (segmenting and blending)

5. Consonant sounds in the initial parts of words

6. Alliteration (words that begin with the same sound)

7. Onsets and rimes

8. Phonemes (segmenting, blending, and manipulating)

As young children play with these elements of language, they begin to notice, 
count, and listen to words, syllables, and sounds in spoken language. The 
ability to segment, blend, and manipulate these elements of oral language will 
vary from child to child, but most children will develop it gradually if they 
are provided appropriate instruction. Nursery rhymes, songs, fi nger-plays, 
predictable books, and poetry are all examples of enjoyable, age-appropriate 
material that can familiarize children with phonological and phonemic 
awareness skills. Instruction should be spontaneous, structured, and sequential, 
as well as playful, interactive, and developmentally appropriate. The activities 
should be meaningful and purposeful, and they should incorporate music, 
movement, and art. Here are some examples:

Word Awareness (Sentence Segmenting)

• Listen to a nursery rhyme and clap for each word. You can vary this with 
other body movements such as jumping, stomping, bouncing a ball, etc.

• Move a block for each word heard in the children’s own sentences.

• Have children stand up or sit down for each word they hear in a sentence.

Rhyme Awareness

• Sing a song and draw a picture web using pictures of rhyming words from 
the song. 

• Play “I Spy,” using rhyming objects placed around the room at children’s 
eye-level.

• Say pairs of words and have children indicate rhyme with a thumbs-up or 
nonrhyme with a thumbs-down. Repeat the activity with several sets of 
rhymes before you use a set that does not rhyme.  

Well-structured and sequenced 

phonological awareness 

instruction leads children from 

working with the largest units 

of language to working with 

the smallest.
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Syllable Awareness

• Have children “feel” the parts of compound words by holding their hands 
under their chins and noticing their movements as they pronounce the words.

• Using a picture of a compound word from a rhyme or a book (e.g., sunshine), 
have children say the “big word.” Then cut the picture in half, moving the 
parts away from each other, and have them say the two small words (sun and 
shine). Then move the parts together and have them say the “big word” again. 

• Move on to two-syllable words, like tiger. Have children hold their fi sts 
side by side and say tiger. Have them move their fi sts away from each other 
(“break” the word) and say each part or segment: /ti/ /g∂r/. Then have them 
bring their fi sts back together (blend or “make” the word) while they say it. 

• Use connecting links or blocks and have children break and make the parts 
of words. Begin with two-syllable words and gradually introduce three- and 
four-syllable words.

• Have children raise their hands or fi ngers to indicate the number of parts or 
syllables they hear in selected words.

Alliteration Awareness

• Group objects with the same beginning sounds (not letters) and place them in 
sentence strip holders.

• Have children listen to a selected story and respond to words with the same 
initial sounds by some body movement (e.g., touching their noses, raising their 
hands).

• Make a picture web using the targeted beginning sound.

• Sort pictures by initial sound and place them on the alphabet wall chart.

Onset-Rime Awareness

• Have children place their two fi sts next to each other as they say a short word 
such as mat. Then have them move their fi sts apart as they segment the onset 
(initial sound) from the rime: /m/ /at/.

• Use connecting blocks to segment and blend the onset and rime with other 
words such as sat, pat, cat, etc.

• Repeat the process with children’s names, beginning with names that have 
only one syllable.

Phonemic Awareness (Segmenting, Blending, and Manipulating) 

• Use blocks to segment and blend the sounds in words. Begin with words 
that have two or three sounds, and use words that start with the consonants 
/m/, /s/, and /f/. These sounds are continuants, which are easy to blend with 
vowels. Try words like these:

me mate

see side

fat feet

Using body movements or objects  

to represent syllables and sounds 

can help children picture the 

elements of language.

-
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• Count the sounds in children’s names, using fi ngers, chips, etc.

• Have children use their bodies to represent sounds. To make the word at, 
for example, two children stand in front of the room. To make the word 
mat, a third child joins them. Change mat to sat by having another child 
take the place of the /m/ child. Using their bodies helps children feel the 
individual sounds and makes it easier for them to add, delete, and substitute 
sounds within words. Children can move apart from each other to show the 
segmentation of sounds or move closer together to illustrate the blending of 
sounds. Use letter cards to repeat the activity and spell the words. 

• Use Elkonin “sound boxes” and chips, tiles, or beans to indicate sounds 
within words. Gradually substitute the letters that represent those sounds. 

Print Awareness

Young children learn about written language through experiences with 
environmental print, words, and letters. Before children learn to read, they must 
understand that printed words represent spoken words and that there is a match 
between written and oral language. Print awareness includes the following:

 Concepts of Book
• Front and back cover

• Page sequence

• Realization that words tell a story

• Directionality: left to right, top to bottom

• Return sweep

• One-to-one correspondence between oral and written words

 Concepts of Print
• Words

• Spaces between words

• Letters

 Alphabet Knowledge
• Letter recognition

• Letter identifi cation

• Letter formation

Children develop print awareness by listening to stories, by reading along in 
shared book experiences, and, fi nally, by reading independently. A print-rich 
classroom environment includes materials such as Big Books, poems, nursery 
rhymes, signs, labels, birthday lists, job charts, morning messages, daily news, 
message boards, alphabet books, and magazines.

Children need fun, welcoming opportunities to experience print during daily 
literacy activities. In this way, they become familiar with the letters of the 
alphabet. Children must be able to recognize letters and identify them by name 
before they can associate those letters with sounds. According to the National 
Panel on Early Literacy, alphabet knowledge (and letter-naming in particular) is 
one of the best predictors of early reading success.

Showing children examples of 

print in the world around them will 

familiarize them with books and text.
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As they become readers, children learn to sing the “alphabet song” and to 
recognize familiar letters, especially the letters in their names. They then begin to 
identify these letters by name and to form letters. As they learn letters, children 
should be encouraged to “show me the letter p” (recognition), “tell me the name 
of that letter” (identifi cation), and “practice writing the letter a” (formation). 
Letters can then be associated with the sounds they represent, and children’s 
attempts at writing words (sound-letter correspondences) should be encouraged.  

Children’s names, stories, songs, poems, and environmental print can be used to 
introduce the letters of the alphabet. Any logical sequence can be used. Usually, 
common letters are introduced fi rst, followed by less common letters. However, 
teachers may wish to use this rationale when deciding on a specifi c sequence:

1.  Begin with letters that occur in children’s names and letters that occur 
frequently in children’s books.

2. Begin with letters that are easy for children to say.

3.  Avoid visual confusion by separating letters that appear similar (e.g., b, d; p, 
q; m, n, u; f, t; i, j).

Activities may include the following:

• Sorting plastic or magnetic letters

• Holding large letter cards as children sing the “alphabet song” 

• Matching environmental print labels to letters on an alphabet chart (e.g., 
Burger King with Bb)

• Comparing and contrasting letters in their names (e.g., “How is my name the 
same as your name? How is my name different from your name?”)

• Writing letters in the air, using large muscle movements

• Writing letters on trays in shaving cream, sand, or rice 

Print-rich early childhood classrooms may feature the following examples of print:

• Children’s names and birthdays on charts, name tags, lists, etc.

• A rich assortment of children’s books, including Big Books, small books, and 
magazines

• Charts of nursery rhymes and other poetry

• Important events, holidays, themes, and activities printed and displayed

• Labels and signs on important objects and places around the room (e.g., art 
area, block area, sink, computer, table, etc.)

• Messages and news items (e.g., “morning message” or “daily news”)

• Drawing, scribbling, and writing tools (e.g., paper of different sizes and colors, 
crayons, paints, markers, colored pencils)

• Alphabet posters and charts at children’s eye-level

• Alphabet books, puzzles, and board games

• Alphabet blocks, magnetic and plastic letters
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• Letter-shaped sponges and cookie-cutters to use with damp sand or 
play-dough

• Personal dictations (the teacher writes what the child says)

• Children’s experiments with writing

• Language experience stories (group and individual)

• Interactive, purposeful hands-on experimentation, play, and fun

Parents and caregivers are children’s fi rst teachers, and children’s families need 
to be a part of the literacy process. Literacy development in young children 
involves language, listening, viewing, sharing, modeling, making sounds, singing, 
rhyming, drawing, and creating. Daily language activities—including shared 
reading and conversations between children and family members—help young 
children become effective readers. Family members or other caregivers can 
encourage literacy development in their children in the following activities:

• Engage in conversations with children.

• Sing lullabies and songs.

• Play labeling games, like “Where’s your nose?”

• Read books aloud and engage in storytelling.

• Be a good role model by calling children’s attention to print in every room of 
the house and in the neighborhood.

• Count things in the home.

• Name and label things.

• Describe the bubbles during bath time.

• Sing the ABCs.

• Talk about shapes and colors.

Summary

The 1998 joint position statement of the International Reading Association 
and the National Association for the Education of Young Children affi rm the 
importance of early language experiences: “Although reading and writing 
abilities continue to develop throughout the life span, the early childhood 
years—from birth through age eight—are the most important period for literacy 
development.” The statement describes reading aloud to children as the single 
most important activity for building the understanding of language necessary 
for children to become effective readers and writers. “Children may talk about 
the pictures, retell the story, discuss their favorite actions, and request multiple 
rereadings. It is the talk that surrounds the storybook reading that gives it power, 
helping children to bridge what is in the story and their own lives.” In addition, 
children should be exposed to different kinds of texts in order to learn concepts 
of print and books. “Some teachers use Big Books to help children distinguish 
many print features, including the fact that print (rather than pictures) carries 
the meaning of the story; that the strings of letters between spaces are words 
in print that correspond to an oral version; and that reading progresses from 
left to right and top to bottom. In the course of reading stories, teachers 
may demonstrate these features by pointing to individual words, directing 

All of the adults in a child’s life  can 

assist in the early literacy process.
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children’s attention to where to begin reading and helping children to recognize 
letter shapes and sounds.” Other useful activities include offering children 
many opportunities to handle books and encouraging dramatic play using 
communication tools. Teachers should provide children with many alphabet 
books, puzzles, and other learning manipulatives to help children differentiate 
letters of the alphabet. Above all, helping children learn to read should be a 
cooperative process. Teachers, child-care professionals, and families can all make 
a difference in preparing young children for reading and writing success.
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