If You Can Read This, Thank a Preschool Teacher: Fun with the Five Building Blocks of Emerging Literacy
by Shelley Butler Even before they are old enough to read, children are building the skills they will need to become accomplished and enthusiastic readers. The author offers classroom ideas and specific books to seamlessly mix fun and learning.


Someone once said, “If you can read this, thank a teacher.” Really, though, you should thank a preschool teacher, because children start learning to read long before they can recognize words in a book. As a teacher yourself, you need no one  to tell you about randomized control trials or quasi-
experimental research; you already know from experience that preschool teachers build the literacy foundation upon which children build to become successful independent readers. The seemingly simple things preschool teachers do every day in the classroom to have fun with language and speech have a profound effect on preparing a solid start for not only literacy skills but a lifelong love of reading and words.

The Top Five Skills of Emerging Literacy Made Fun

Of the many skills that impact learning to read, some are more important than others. Here are some fun and easy books and ideas for fostering the five major building blocks of literacy. 

1. Phonological Awareness 
Children become phonologically aware when you point out smaller parts of words, words that rhyme, words that start with the same sound, and words that end with the same sound. Later on, children can comprehend the distinct sounds within a word. But first, introduce preschoolers to the art of listening.   

Letters and ’Litteration
At circle time, ask one child at a time to say his or her name and identify the first sound or letter; help as needed. Then, ask everyone to say as many words as they can think of that start with the same letter. Write them down and make up some tongue twisters. For example, words starting with “d” make up “Dan’s dinosaurs decorate donuts in Denver.” 

Rhyme Time
Gather a group of objects, some of which have names that rhyme. For example, you might have a toy horse, a sock, a block, and an orange. Hold up the sock, name it, and ask the children to identify the object from the group that rhymes. Mix and match groups of four, and add more items as children become more proficient in finding the rhymes. For a greater challenge, hold up an object or say a word, and challenge children to find something in the room that rhymes with it. 

Children’s books that help children learn about sounds and language: 
•     Ride a Purple Pelican by Jack Prelutsky (Greenwillow, 1987). Still my favorite rhyming poems written just for young children.
•     Bubble Gum, Bubble Gum by Lisa Wheeler (Little Brown, 2004). Ooey-gooey rhymes describe animals that, one by one, get stuck in the bubble gum on the road, and how together they figure out the solution to this hilarious predicament. 


2. Alphabet Knowledge 

Preschoolers who are introduced to the names and shapes of letters are ahead of the game when starting elementary school and more formal reading instruction. The three most important letters in emerging literacy: F-U-N! 

Racing Letters
Read together Racecar Alphabet by Brian Floca (Atheneum, 2003). Next, use masking tape (indoors) or chalk (outdoors) to create a straight race track with three or four lanes. Gather several small toy cars and affix one letter to each car. Allow kids to race the cars and talk about which letters are faster or slower. 

Growing Letters
Indoors, gather garden soil, grass seed, and a pie tin or other wide container for planting. With a stick or pencil, show children how to draw a letter in the dirt. Then, plant the seeds in the shape of the letter. Be careful while watering it, and in a short time you will have a letter that is growing. When the grass gets long, children can trim it to keep the letter growing. This works well outdoors in a patch of garden, too.  

Children’s alphabet books: 
•     Wild Alphabet: An A to Zoo Pop-Up Book by Dan Green (Kingfisher, 2010). Everyone seems to have a favorite alphabet book, and this is one of my newer favorites. Children will delight in trying to guess what comes next and in the surprises that follow. 


3. Oral Language 

Learning words and how to put them together to create meaning seems like a natural, almost magical process; but in reality, children need help learning how to sort and sound it all out. A toddler who says, “I see a noise in mine ear,” may really mean, “That fire engine was loud.” Ask preschoolers, who love the give and take of conversation, questions about anything and everything, and avoid interrupting.

What If? 
The simple question, “What if…?” is a great conversation starter because there is no wrong or right answer. You can start by asking something like, “What if the sky were green?” Start the conversation with an answer of your own, and then ask each child to offer his or her opinion. Then challenge the children to think of their own, “What if...?” questions to discuss. To further the activity, children can color pictures or make paintings of their favorite what-ifs. 

Children’s books that encourage exploration of language:
•    The Bill Martin Jr. Big Book of Poetry (Simon & Schuster, 2008). A great collection, wonderfully illustrated that offers a wide range of poetry—a feast of language. 
•    Trainstop by Barbara Lehman (Houghton Mifflin, 2008). An inventive wordless book that encourages storytelling and imagination. 


4. Listening and Comprehension 

Equally important to learning how to speak is the ability to listen, remember what is said, and understand the language. Simply reading stories and poetry to children, asking questions, and talking is still one of the best ways to foster comprehension and listening skills.  
Ride a What-Color Pelican?
Choose an imaginative and fun one- or two-stanza poem, like “Ride a Purple Pelican” by Jack Prelutsky. Read the poem to the children and talk about it every day for three or four days. “Have you ever seen a purple pelican? Can you really ride one? What would it feel like to ride it all the way to another city?” The next day, challenge the children to fill in the blanks. “Ride a what-color pelican?” 


Children’s books that make great conversation-starters: 
•    Why Do I Have to Make My Bed? Or a History of Messy Rooms by Wade Bradford (Tricycle Press, 2011). A boy asks the age-old question and ends up back in cave times still looking for the answer.
•    Chester’s Masterpiece by Melanie Watt (Kids Can Press, 2010). This third title in the series has the 
notorious cat up to his old tricks of trying to take over Melanie’s story as she writes. 
•    My Nose, Your Nose by Melanie Walsh (Houghton Mifflin, 2002). Still the best book in print showing preschoolers that though kids are different on the outside, they are more alike than not.  


5. Print Awareness

Children gain print awareness when learning the physical properties of print, such as how to open a book to the title page and how language is written from right to left on a page; also, when learning of the many kinds of print and the uses of it in everyday life. For example, a lesson on mail could include reading together “Postman’s Song” by Margaret Wise Brown (in The Bill Martin Jr. Big Book of Poetry), and asking children to bring in actual mail from home so you can talk about where it comes from, what is in mail, and how mail gets to us. Then you can set up a post office in the dramatic play area. Children naturally become aware of print as it is plentiful in their environment, and they tend to learn words from signs early on, such as “Stop” and “Burger.”

Click Clack Preschoolers
Listen to or read together Click, Clack, Moo: Cows That Type by Doreen Cronin (book with CD, Little Simon, 2011). When Farmer Brown’s cows feel that improvements in their living conditions could be made, a typewriter is put to use writing notes and signs for the beleaguered farmer, with hilarious results. 

Children’s books that show uses of print: 
•    Fortune Cookies by Albert Bitterman (Beach Lane Books, 2011). A child receives a box of fortune cookies and opens one each day, anticipating whether the fortunes will come true or not. An example of print not found in many children’s books.
•    City Numbers by Joanne Schwartz (Groundwood, 2011). This book includes photographs of numbers printed, painted, and created in a wide variety of ways for a wide variety of uses. It opens the eye to print found nearly everywhere in the real world. 

A great resource for teachers: 
Everyday Literacy: Environmental Print Activities for Children 3 to 8 by Stephanie Mueller (Gryphon House, 2005) is packed full of ideas and information on emerging literacy in the classroom. Easy and inexpensive-to-prepare activities are linked to math, science, motor skills, my community, and other areas.
  
Connecting Classroom to Home
Reading, conversing, singing, playing with preschoolers, and offering the opportunity to learn in a literacy-rich classroom are how children best develop emerging skills at school. But that is only part of the equation, because children need literacy at home as well. That’s where the U.S. Department of Education can help. 

Go to edpubs.gov to find and order free booklets for parents and teachers (even the shipping is free). “A Child Becomes a Reader: Proven Ideas From Research For Parents: Birth Through Preschool” and “A Child Becomes a Reader: Kindergarten Through Grade 3” contain excellent ideas for fostering literacy at home; each can be ordered in larger quantities for ease of distributing to parents and caregivers.


Emerging Literacy Is a Lot of Words

The research is impressive, the activities are age-appropriate, the advice is sound, but don’t let the didactic side of literacy instruction take away from sharing the sheer joy of language and speech. Louis Carroll said, “If I had a world of my own, everything would be nonsense. Nothing would be what it is, because everything would be what it isn’t. And contrary wise, what is, it wouldn’t be. And what it wouldn’t be, it would. You see?” May you be wise and capable, with a little bit of nonsense sprinkled in. 


Shelley Butler reviews children’s books, teaches classes on emerging literacy, and co-authored the award-winning book The Field Guide to Parenting. To contact her, visit her website: fieldguidetoparenting.info. 
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