Early Literacy Tips for Parents and Caregivers
Compiled By Carol Edwards, Denver Public Library
Print Motivation: 

0-2 years

“Babies and toddlers who grow up with books around them become more motivated to learn to read.”

“Keep books everywhere—in the diaper bag, in the car, in the bedroom, all over the house, but find a cozy nook in a space where there are few distractions and make that your special reading place.”

“Babies have short attention spans. Unless your baby really wants t, you do’t have to read for more than 2 or 3 minutes at a time.”

2-3 years

“Spend time everyday reading and exploring books with your child. “

“Always keep it positive and fun. If your child gets restless, just put the book aside and try again later. “

“We’re important role models for our children. Let them see you reading—talk to them about the recipes, newspapers, emails magazines or books. They want to do the things they see us do. “

4-5 years

To really help your preschooler get excited about books, pay attention to what things they love or are interested in. Then find and share books that focus on their interest.  Libraries are great for helping you find the right book. 

Have your child repeat the phrases with you as you read ( like “just right” in Goldilocks or “chicka , chicka,  boom boom.”   This helps get your child involved in the story and makes reading more fun.

Print Awareness
0-2 years 

Children love their own names! Write their name on the pictures they draw, then put your fingers under the letters and say the letters out loud.  This helps them learn that print represents words that they hear. 

Babies learn about books through play. Keep some board books in the toy box and let them use all their senses to explore them---touching, seeing, even tasting. 

2-3 Years

Point out to your child the words on a cereal box or on signs on the street. This helps them become aware of the print that is all around us. 

Be silly! Sometimes when you read with your child, hold the book upside down or backwards and see if the child notices.  If they don’t you can talk about the proper way to hold the book and why the wrong way isn’t working as well. 

4-5 Years

Run your finger along the lines of repeated text. Running your finger along the words you are reading from time to time helps children understand that you are reading the words, not the pictures. It also helps them understand that in English we read from left to right and from top to bottom of a page.

Learning to write and learning to read go hand in hand. Making little books with your preschooler is a powerful way to help them learn about print. Have them draw the pictures, write down the story they tell you, and read it back to them. Be sure to list the author! 

Letter Knowledge

0-2

Let your child explore different shapes , different textures, different tastes. Talk about what is the same and what is different. This practice will help them later when they try to figure out what is same and different about all the letters of the alphabet. 

Being able to tell letters apart is basically a shape recognition skill. So talk about shapes with your baby. Tell them their rattle is round or that their book is square. You are helping them get ready to learn their letters. 

2-3 years 

ABC books are a great way to share letters with your child.  Some alphabet books can be pretty complicated, so for toddlers, look for big clear letters and simple pictures. 

The most important letter to a child is the first letter of his or her name. Look for that letter and point to it anywhere you might find it---in books, on signs or even on cookies. 

4-5 years 

Children learn better when they are interested in something. If your child loved princesses, talk bout the letter P. If you have Batman fans at home, draw the letter B for them on a piece of paper. 

Kids learn better by playing rather than workbooks, flashcards or quizzes. Look for ways to play with letter in the bathtub, magnetic letters on the fridge, etc. Draw letters on the sidewalk with chalk or make them out of play dough. ( your library can help you find a recipe to make your own!) 

Vocabulary

0-2 years

Sing songs like “Head, Shoulders, Knees and Toes” and point to the body parts as you sign them. This is an ‘active’ way to increase vocabulary. 

Talk to your baby and toddler all the time---even before they can answer you. The more words a child hears, the bigger their vocabulary will be. The more words they know, the easier it is to recognize words when they start to read. 

2-3 years

As you’re reading to your child, talk about words that may be unfamiliar by giving a simple definition. A big vocabulary is a big help when it comes time to learn to read. 

Ask your child lots of questions that don’t have a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. These are  called open ended questions, and they give toddlers a chance to use all the words they hear for themselves. 

4-5 years

Reading books together is a great way to expand your child’s vocabulary, since children’s picture books have more ‘rare’ words in them than regular conversation. 

When you’re talking with your preschooler, look for opportunities to use different words to help build their vocabulary. For example, instead of saying ‘car’ you might say convertible, SUV, hybrid, pickup, station wagon or limo. 

Phonological Awareness

0-2 years

Hearing and making animal sounds help your  child hear different kinds of sounds in language. They can start to tell the difference between sounds, which helps them hear the smaller sounds in words. 

Songs have a note for every syllable, so when you sing songs to your baby, you’re helping them hear that words can ‘come apart’ into syllables. This understanding will help them sound out words when they are ready to learn to read. 

2-3 years 

Play a rhyming game of “I Spy” with your child. “I spy something that rhymes with sock.” Playing games with rhymes helps children focus on the sounds in words. 

We know that kids who know some nursery rhymes by heart have an easier time learning to read. This is because rhyming is one way kids learn to hear the smaller parts of words.  

4-5 years
Kids love their own names. Have your child help you think of other words that start with the same sound as the first letter in their name---like MILK, MOON, or MUG for MEGAN.

When you hear your preschooler use a cool new word, clap it out with them----clap once for every syllable. Clapping out the syllables in words helps your child learn to hear them, which will help them sound out words when they’re ready to read. 

Narrative Skills

0-2 years

Talk about what you’re doing, out loud, while you’re doing it. Your baby or toddler will soak up your words and start learning how stories work. Understanding the structure of stories helps reading comprehension when they start to read. 

When your baby babbles at you, say something back. Respond! Pause and wait for an answer. Don’t worry if your child can’t say anything back or that you’re not understanding each other ---your baby is learning how conversations work. 

2-3 years

When your child tells you something, ask them a lot of questions that don’t have ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers. These are called open-ended questions and they give young children a chance to build their storytelling skills. 

When you’re playing with your child, describe their toys for them. “This ball is round, blue and bouncy.” Or “This teddy bear is brown and soft.” Being able to describe things helps build comprehension skills. 

4-5 years

Being able to tell stories is a skill that helps children understand what they’re reading. After you read a story together a few times, let your child  ‘read’ it to you. 

When children understand how stories work, it helps their comprehension when they read. Use things around the house as props while reading a story. Then let your child play with the props---this helps your child remember the story and retell it by themselves. 

GENERAL

Talking with your baby or singing to him throughout the day exposes your  child to a lot of language. Children who are spoken to a lot during their early years, right from birth, end up knowing many more words than when parents speak to their children very little. Even though your child cannot speak, it is important to talk with him. It is critical to language development.

By 12 to 18 months of age, most children begin to talk, and most two year- olds have vocabularies of 300 to 500 words. Children enter school knowing between 3,000 and 5,000 words. 

Parents are the best "teachers" to get their children ready for learning to read.

Children who are read to 3 times a week or more do much better in later development than children who are read to less than 3 times a week

Did you know that hearing language actually changes the structure of babies’ brains? Language builds more connections between neurons in the brain. So the more you talk with your baby, the more connections she will have in her brain.

Sometimes reading looks like chewing. That’s okay because he’s learning to feel comfortable with books. Babies who play with book will find it easier to learn to read later on. ECRR

The first three years of life are a period of incredible growth in all areas of a baby's development. A newborn's brain is about 25 percent of its approximate adult weight. But by age 3, it has grown dramatically by producing billions of cells and hundreds of trillions of connections, or synapses, between these cells. While we know that the development of a young child's brain takes years to complete, we also know there are many things parents and caregivers can do to help children get off to a good start and establish healthy patterns for life-long learning. 

More importantly, early experiences can determine how proficient a child becomes in his or her native language. Researchers found that when mothers frequently spoke to their infants, their children learned almost 300 more words by age 2 than did their peers whose mothers rarely spoke to them (Huttenlocher et al., 1991; also, Hart & Risley, 1995).  Furthermore, studies have suggested that mere exposure to language such as listening to the television or to adults talking amongst themselves provides little benefit. Rather infants need to interact directly with other human beings, to hear people talking about what they are seeing and experiencing, in order for them to develop optimal language skills. Unfortunately, many parents are under the mistaken impression that talking to babies is not very important because they are too young to understand what is being said.

Infants and children who are rarely spoken to, who are exposed to few toys, and who have little opportunity to explore and experiment with their environment may fail to fully develop the neural connections and pathways that facilitate later learning. 

Educate parents about the importance of early experiences for their children’s development. Often parents don’t know about the many little things they can do to foster their children’s healthy cognitive and emotional development, like talking to the children beginning in infancy, reading to them from a very early age, and helping them play simple games.

One of the most fundamental tasks an infant undertakes is determining whether and how he can get his needs met in the world in which he lives. He is constantly assessing whether his cries for food and comfort are ignored or lovingly answered, whether he is powerless or can influence what adults do. If the adults in his life respond predictably to his cries and provide for his needs, the infant will be more likely to use these adults as sources of safety and security. With his safety taken care of, he then can focus his attention on exploring, allowing his brain to take in all the wonders of the world around him. If, however, his needs are met only sporadically and pleas for comfort are usually ignored or met with harsh words and rough handling, the infant will focus his energies on ensuring that his needs are met. He will have more and more difficulty interacting with people and objects in his environment, and his brain will shut out the stimulation it needs to develop healthy cognitive and social skills (Lieberman & Zeanah, 1995).

(Zero to Three: National Center for Infants, Toddlers and Families.) 

http://www.zerotothree.org/site/PageServer?pagename=key_brain
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