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“Communication is about exchanging ideas, feelings and thoughts...
The act of communicating is multi-sensory and that makes it a powerful 

tool for learning...Reading is about making sense of printed text and 
pictures...Print is a form of communication.”1

Communication and Literacy
In our earlier publication How Very Young Children Learn about Literacy we described 
the importance of speaking and listening communication as a central foundation 
of literacy learning by infants and toddlers.  In this publication we explore older 
children participating in literacy learning in early childhood education.
 
Te Whāriki, the early childhood education curriculum (1996) requires teachers to 
support children to develop communication skills for a range of purposes, and to 
establish good foundations for literacy learning.  These foundations are holistic in 
nature since for young children everything is connected to everything else. Children 
explore communication and literacy in many different ways, including through 
gesture and speech, print, music, the visual arts and movement. 

1 Ensing and Spencer, 2001, pp.3-15



Play is also essential for early literacy development. When tamariki 
play with others they develop speaking and listening skills.  As 
older children play, they express ideas and suggestions, wonder 
aloud, acknowledge disagreements and discuss solutions. Listening 
comprehension is related to early literacy. 

At Daisies, the teachers stretch children’s use of spoken language in challenging 
ways.  We add vocabulary to name, classify and compare. We read and discuss 
story books.  We invite children’s views on the gist of picture book stories.  We play 
with language, for example by rhyming, since we know from research that a large 
vocabulary and being able to hear rhymes are predictors of success in reading at 
school.  All these happen within relationships, and close relationships between key 
teachers and children increases the effectiveness of language teaching and learning.



Emergent Literacy
In 1966, New Zealand researcher Marie Clay coined the term ‘emergent literacy’. 
Prior to this, literacy was seen as a skill to be learned in a formal schooling setting. 
Clay’s concept focused the attention of educators on children’s written literacy 
learning before starting school, in fact its key principles are that literacy begins at 
birth and that literacy is a social process. It fundamentally changed how teachers 
taught literacy to young children and had a ripple effect well beyond New Zealand.
Emergent literacy describes learning as a continuum of growth of knowledge about 
print literacy, until a child breaks through into what most adults think of as reading 
and writing.  The important break-through is the child understanding that marks 
represent something they think, say or have seen.  

Learning that marks represent things, and learning physical control of brushes and 
pencils, are cumulative processes – children move from crude understanding and 
motor skills to more complex understanding of print and more refined skills for 
mark-making over years, not weeks.

The foundation skills for reading and writing include memory skills; namely, 
listening and looking memory skills, and auditory discrimination skills - hearing 
words that rhyme and recognising different letter sounds called phonemes.  Visual 
skills, such as seeing shapes, clusters of letters separated by spaces, and the direction 
of print, are also vital.  Oral language, and hand-eye coordination are important as 
well.

Young children will not be ready for formal learning if the skills above are not 
supported by adults to become well established. Physical movement also underpins 
emergent literacy learning; for example movement that gets both sides of the brain 
working in sync.

 “Learning is a complex cognitive activity that cannot be rushed.  It  
requires considerable time and periods of practice to start building 
expertise in an area.” (Vosniadou, 2001)



Early childhood teachers know that:
• Young children need to come to understand that print has meaning (that it 
represents speech, names, objects, and actions), before they progress beyond 
random mark-making to writing.
• The sound of a letter is more important for learning to read than the name of it.
• Brain development related to muscle control has to reach a certain point before it is 
possible for children to ‘write’ small shapes like letters; after that practice helps.
• It is effort not accuracy in forming letters that matters in early learning 
because an emphasis on effort strengthens motivation; skill will grow over time.
• Using writing in association with play is more effective than formal teaching of 
writing.
At Daisies we focus on the learning environment. We value reading and 
storytelling, and establishing some formal skills through more deliberate teaching in 
order to move children towards becoming literate and ready to transition to a school 
environment. 



The Learning Environment 
  
Incorporating literacy concepts into the environment is at the heart of how we teach 
literacy. To do this we:
• Surround children with printed language, and take regular trips to the library;
• Offer attractive children’s literature, and reference books relevant to interests;
• Offer opportunities to research topics on the internet;
• Weave music and songs through the day to build knowledge of rhythm and rhyme;
• Programme physical experiences and excursions that help children develop 
coordination and core strength, as well as exposing them to print–rich environments 
outside of Daisies;
• Offer materials such as clay and sand to strengthen finger muscles and fine motor 
skills; and
• Supply materials and varied places to experiment daily with mark-making.

Excursions (hikoi) into the natural world 
afford wonderful opportunities for telling 
stories.  They also add opportunities for 
children to learn to discriminate and classify 
shapes, such as trees, leaves and flowers, 
and ponder directionality of say, water, air, 
clouds.  They listen with ‘new ears’ to the 
sounds of nature.

Excursions (hikoi) into urban communities 
give children real-life exposure to ‘print 
rich’ environments.  Walking along streets 
provides children with a variety of signs, 
labels, number plates, and displays.  Riding 
on public transport adds more.  Children 
build alphabet and number knowledge, 
and begin to develop strategies for reading 
symbols such as the McDonald’s arches logo.  
This exposure, combined with discussion 
with adults, helps children extract the 
meaning of symbols - a process that is vital 
for emergent literacy.



Teaching literacy
We know that the visual arts (wahi toi) help develop children’s ability to identify 
shapes and form and to make them.  Whilst painting, children may experiment with 
making vertical and horizontal lines and intersections between them observed in the 
built world around them.  Other schema interests provide an urge to paint curves 
and circles.  Around age 4 years, children can be supported to try representational 
art, whilst closely observing insect and plant and/or flower species.  
Daisies’ teachers also use other techniques to expand and grow children’s literacy 
skills by integrating literacy learning opportunities with a range of other activities in 
the daily programme.

With practice, and teachers’ encouragement of effort, children demonstrate skill in 
reproducing the detail and differences they have seen.  Children both hone their 
ability to discriminate between shapes and forms and deepen their understanding of 
the big concepts of representation and symbolism.

We understand that puzzles (panga) help 
children sort and match. Completing a 
puzzle requires discrimination and 
classification of shapes.  Children’s 
thinking about shapes of puzzle pieces helps 
with thinking about letter shapes.  Paying 
attention to clues in the puzzle picture under 
construction is similar to using pictures in 
children’s story books to assist 
comprehension.  



We recognise that through block and Lego/Duplo™ construction (te hakinakina 
poro), children can connect with concepts used in reading and writing (clustering 
and separating) – words are a cluster of letters, and sentences are a cluster of words.  
Children can experiment with pieces that fit together – knowing about the concepts 
of parts and whole is important for word recognition.  Block play also provides 
opportunities to sequence, another concept integral to emergent literacy.  It helps 
children develop their fine motor skills, and making large constructions helps core 
strength – both are important before writing is physically possible.

We provide outdoor area challenge 
courses - climbing helps children 
develop an understanding of 
directionality as well as spatial 
concepts such as up/down, in front/ 
behind and on top/below.  These 
concepts are necessary for reading and 
writing.  Mark making outdoors with 
sticks or rakes in the sandpit, water 
paint on the fence, and chalk on 
paths extend these opportunities.



Reading and storytelling, 
and scribbling
Reading stories to children for pleasure is a vitally important literacy learning 
experience.  There is a positive relationship between reading frequency and 
enjoyment, and school attainment and social and emotional well-being.  Reading 
alone is less powerful for developing emergent literacy than enjoying stories with 
important people in the child’s life, but it is a vital component.

Teachers:
• Read lots of story books to tamariki;
• Invite children to ‘re-read’ these books, using their memory;
• Enjoy reading children’s portfolios with them;
• Research answers to questions with children by going to reference books or the 
internet;
• Provide adult role models for tamariki daily as they read and write for a purpose, 
for example – lists, plans, notes;
• Offer a variety of opportunities to practise making marks for a meaningful purpose;
• Supply words in print for children to use - first and foremost each child’s own 
name for his or her bag and coat, place-mat for Kai and use for copying their own 
name on art work;

Teachers give timely and 
positive feedback each time 
any small literacy 
achievement is noticed.

• Provide style guides for 
writing.  We follow the 
experts’ advice and use 
lower-case, not capital 
letters.  And we start writing 
at the top left of each page.



 At Daisies we support children 
 scribbling because we 
 understand its value for:
• Developing free movement of 

the arm, hand and wrist,
• Strengthening small muscles,
• Gaining control of arm and 

hand movements,
• Getting eyes and a hand work-

ing together,
• Exploring how shapes are made,
• Practising skills that are part of 

the writing process.

Stories (korero paki)
Tamariki learn many literacy skills when adults read a story and enrich the 
experience.  They include learning:
• To ‘read’ the pictures, and to make connections between pictures and print,
• To form questions to develop understanding,
• That stories have a beginning, middle and end,
•  How to hold books and turn the pages at the right time,
• That books have a cover, title, author and illustrator,
• That stories have a sequence and are read from the front of the book to the 

back,
• That English print goes from left to right and from the top to the bottom of a 

page.



Ideas for parents
Adapt some of what teachers do and try them at home. 

“Talk, talk, talk and listen! Describe what you are doing, what is going to happen 
next, and why.  What are you seeing? As you move around the house, the 
playground, the store, the library, the petrol garage use descriptive words.” 
(Neugebauer, 2005)

Guy Claxton has noted that children’s 
success in life depends not on being 
able to read, but on whether they do 
read and enjoy doing so. 

Sing songs; recite poems; re-tell 
stories about the weekend, such as 
your pet’s antics.

Visit your community library as 
children love having a choice of 
books.

Extend on your child’s urge to 
mimic you by writing lists for 
supermarket shopping together.

Offer your child many opportuni-
ties to draw with crayons, pencils 
and felt pens.

Engage in a range of everyday 
maths activities because these 
help young children’s literacy.

Try out playing games like I spy 
as older children grasp that words 
begin with a sound like a “d”.

Read books for pleasure with 
your children and in front of 
your children. 
Point to the pictures and the 
words in the books. 
Laugh at the funny lines. 
Invite your child to join in 
repeated words and phrases. 
Ask him or her to guess what 
comes next. 
Make links between the story 
and things familiar to your 
child. 
Laugh some more at the funny 
lines. 



Further reading
 “Daisies teachers intentionally and effectively

 promote literacy learning.”  
(Confirmed Education Review Office Report, 2010)

Some websites that may be of interest:

• http://families.naeyc.org/learning-and-development/reading-writing/toddler-
reading

• www.literacyprogressions.tki.org.nz/The-Structure-of-the-Progressions/The-
first-year?q=node/11

• http://www.littlesheep-learning.co.uk/blog/?s=emergent+literacy
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