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Welcome
Contents
Welcome to LETRS for Early
Childhood Educators
What Is LETRS for Early Childhood Educators?
Welcome to LETRS for Early Childhood Educators 2nd edition, a professional
development course specially intended for educators and care providers of
young children. LETRS stands for Language Essentials for Teachers of Reading and
Spelling. LETRS has long been recognized as the gold standard of professional
development where teachers gain the knowledge essential to becoming successful
teachers of language and literacy instruction. LETRS for Early Childhood Educators
provides in-depth knowledge and tools that preschool teachers can use with any
well-designed early literacy program.

Who Is LETRS for Early Childhood Educators For?
LETRS for Early Childhood Educators is for preschool
teachers, from teachers just starting out to teachers with
years of experience in the classroom. This course empowers
teachers to understand the what, why, and how of early
literacy instruction, based on the most current scientific
research.
•W
 hat the key components of early language and
literacy instruction are

LETRS for Early Childhood
Educators 2nd edition is specially
intended for educators and care
providers of young children. It
provides in-depth knowledge and
tools that preschool teachers can
use with any well-designed early
literacy program.

•W
 hy intentional instruction can stimulate language,
cognitive, social-emotional, and physical development
•H
 ow developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) includes a balance
of teacher-led and student-led activities
•H
 ow to interpret individual differences on assessments and differentiate
instruction to meet student needs
•H
 ow to implement effective instructional routines and activities to assure
that students are ready for kindergarten
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Why Is Early Childhood Education Important?
The early childhood years are critical in building the foundations young children
need for success in school and life. In recent years, young children’s opportunities to
participate in early childhood education have expanded considerably. There is strong
agreement among preschool educators that all children deserve quality
Early childhood educators—
learning experiences that are sensitive to their social-emotional needs
especially those who understand
and that stimulate language, cognitive, and physical development.
the processes involved in
Within that broad consensus, however, preschool programs differ
early literacy and language
widely in philosophy, emphasis, and structure. To provide the right
development and intentionally
kinds of supports for young children, it is important to attend to
plan activities—are able to create
the substantial and growing body of empirical research guiding
quality learning environments
curriculum, assessment, and instruction. It is every early childhood
and provide valuable learning
educator’s responsibility to deepen his or her own understanding of
opportunities for the children in
the processes involved in children’s development in order to most
their care.
effectively guide young children to learn these important skills.
Early childhood educators plan their instruction and teach based on their
philosophy, experiences, and beliefs about how young children learn. Their
knowledge of language and literacy development is a key factor in planning and
providing high-quality literacy interactions with young children (Guo, Justice,
Kaderavek, & McGinty, 2012). However, there is a large body of scientific research
on literacy acquisition that is not typically accessed by educators (Kilpatrick, 2015).
Participating in literacy-based professional development is valuable in helping
teachers gain a deeper understanding and perspective in evidence-based practices;
teachers often need support in implementing these practices in the classroom
(Landry, Anthony, Swank, & Monseque-Bailey, 2009; Sandvik, van Daal, & Ader,
2014). Professional development is most effective when educators are open
to approaches and perspectives that may be different from their own and that
are reflective of their own practices (Weber-Mayrer, Piasta, & Pelatti, 2015) to
accommodate and challenge their current knowledge and beliefs (Guo et al., 2012).

x
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What Topics Are Covered in LETRS for Early Childhood Educators?
This LETRS for Early Childhood Educators course has four units, each of
which addresses a critical component of early learning and literacy. Each unit is
composed of two or four learning sessions. Sessions in this manual follow the same
sequence as the online sessions.
 nit 1: Early Literacy Foundations—The first unit describes
U
early literacy foundations and the research influences
on early childhood policies and programming, including
DAP (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). A basic framework of
assessment is described along with predictive indicators for
literacy learning across the developmental domains.
 nit 2: Oral Language Connections—In this unit, topics
U
include a description of oral language structures and
stages of development linked to assessment procedures.
Instructional strategies to build oral language foundations
include language facilitation techniques, questioning
routines, and interactive storybook reading procedures.

This course will
•	define early literacy and
language, the processes
involved, and the
developmental sequences by
which these skills develop;
•	describe strategies and learning
activities that are engaging,
effective, and developmentally
appropriate; and
•	discuss how assessment
procedures and data can be
used to plan and implement
instruction for the youngest
learners.

 nit 3: Phonological “PH”oundations—This unit describes
U
the developmental sequences of phonological awareness
and connects them to assessment. Instructional strategies
include embedded routines and intentional activities for helping young children
develop these important skills.
 nit 4: Print Knowledge ABC to XYZ—This unit addresses print knowledge in
U
the three component areas of print concepts, alphabet knowledge, and being
a writer. Developmental stages and trends of how young children learn print
knowledge are described along with assessment procedures in measuring these
skills. Evidence-based teaching approaches are included with strategies to
facilitate young children’s print knowledge.

In addition to the four units, there are three appendices. Appendix A includes
a listing of available assessment tools that can be used to measure young
children’s early literacy development. Appendix B describes the stages of play and
connections to learning. Appendix C provides an overview of the research on the
impacts of screen time on young learners. An easy-to-copy version of the Early
Literacy Checklist, a valuable tool introduced in Unit 1, is included in the back of
the book.
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What Scientific Research Informs LETRS for
Early Childhood Educators?
The theoretical model of the Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986;
Hoover & Gough, 1990) provides a foundation for the concepts discussed in
this course. Competent reading is dependent on being able to decode words
(word recognition) and make meaning of what is read (language comprehension).
The development of each of these components begins in the preschool years.
LETRS for Early Childhood Educators describes the early literacy foundations and
development that lead to a smooth transition to early reading and writing.

The Simple View of Reading
The Simple View of Reading

Word
Recognition

Reading
Comprehension

Language
Comprehension

Another foundational concept for this course is the Reading Rope (Scarborough,
2001), which illustrates a progressive interweaving of the skills needed for proficient
reading. Note the subskills listed in the Reading Rope that are necessary for
word recognition and language comprehension. All of these subskills must be
interconnected for skilled reading to develop. The early stages in the development
of these crucial skills is described, in detail, in this course.
Language
Comprehension
Background Knowledge
facts, concepts, etc.

Many Strands Are Woven
into Skilled Reading

Vocabulary
breadth, precision, links, etc.

Language Structures
syntax, semantics, etc.

Verbal Reasoning

reasingly stra
inc
te

Skilled Reading

gic

inference, metaphor, etc.

Literacy Knowledge
print concepts, genres, etc.

Word
Recognition
Phonological Awareness

in

crea

sin gly au

to m

at

ic

Fluent execution and coordination of
language comprehension and
word recognition

syllables, phonemes, etc.

Decoding
alphabetic principle, spelling-sound correspondence

Sight Recognition
of familiar words

Scarborough’s “Reading Rope” from Handbook of Early Literacy Research,
© 2001. Reprinted with permission of Guilford Press.

xii

LETRS for Early Childhood Educators

A substantial body of research supports the benefits of intentionally teaching
young children basic skills, in developmentally appropriate ways, to build their
foundational learning across the developmental domains. The best instruction for
children includes a balance between child-centered and teacher-directed approaches
to learning (Landry, Swank, Smith, Assel, & Gunnewig, 2006; National Association
for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC] & National Association of Early
Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education [NAECS/SDE], 2009;
National Early Literacy Panel [NELP], 2008). The results of a
large study conducted by Connor, Morrison, and Slominski
A substantial body of research
(2006) determined that whole-group instruction (as an explicit
supports the benefits of
meaning-focused routine) and play (as an implicit meaningintentionally teaching young
focused activity) positively contributed to vocabulary growth in
children basic skills, in
young children. Small-group instruction was more effective
developmentally appropriate ways,
than whole-group instruction for alphabet learning, whereas
to build their foundational learning
play and child-led activities showed little growth in letter
across the developmental domains.
learning (Connor et al., 2006).
Young children learn in a variety of contexts including structured and semistructured settings. All activities should be planned, playful, and intentional, with
clear expectations for developmentally appropriate learning outcomes. Early
childhood educators should know the priorities for student progress as identified by
screening, progress monitoring, and observation. They should also ready to adapt
their instructional approach if children are not progressing as expected.
Another influence contributing to high-quality early childhood education
is the type of curricula used. The strongest programs include components to
teach oral language and vocabulary, knowledge of letters, and phonological
awareness (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Frede, 1995; Landry et al., 2006; Whitehurst
et al., 1994). The use of a focused language and literacy
curriculum provides significant benefits for children, especially
The strongest early childhood
in receptive and expressive vocabulary skills and even
curricula include components
when teachers were in their first year of training (Landry et
to teach oral language and
al., 2006). With an evidence-based curriculum, successful
vocabulary, knowledge of letters,
implementation of phonological awareness instruction may
and phonological awareness.
require a deeper level of understanding that will take teachers
longer to develop (Landry et al., 2006). These results reflect
the need for professional development in these areas as well as the use of an
evidence-based curriculum. A large majority (59–70 percent) of Head Start and
other early childhood education programs use two well-known curricula, although
there is no empirical evidence that these programs increased development of early
literacy or other early academic or social-emotional skills relative to alternative
curricula (Lonigan & Shanahan, 2010). The Preschool Curriculum Consumer Report
from the National Center on Quality Teaching and Learning or NCQTL (2015b)
provides descriptions of preschool curricula within a range of characteristics
and ratings. A quality curriculum and expanded teacher knowledge can make a
difference in learning outcomes for young children that can last a lifetime.
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What Are the Components of LETRS for Early Childhood Educators?
Four Topic-Focused Units
This LETRS for Early Childhood Educators course consists of four units, each
centered on an essential topic. Each unit includes two or four sessions for a total of
10 sessions. Sessions in the manual correspond to sessions online. You must read
the manual and complete the online activities to successfully complete the course.
Unit 1

Assessments

SESSION 1 SESSION 2 SESSION 3 SESSION 4 SESSION 5 SESSION 6 SESSION 7 SESSION 8 SESSION 9 SESSION 10

You will take a pretest before beginning Unit 1
and a posttest after finishing Unit 4. These results
are not counted as part of your overall score,
but are included to measure your understanding
and learning. Near the end of each session is a
Check for Understanding—a scored quiz normally
consisting of about five questions. There are also
end-of-unit assessments.

Daily Schedule Routines Worksheet
Instructions: List the components of your daily schedule. What activities fit into your everyday
routine? Don’t forget to include transitions.
Routine

Oral Language

Phonological Awareness

Print Knowledge

Early Literacy Checklist
Student Name

Birthdate

Teacher

Assessment Dates

Oral Language
____ Uses speech that is understandable with only age-appropriate errors
____ Understands concepts such as top/bottom, under/over, beginning/middle/end, first/last/next,
before/after, one/all, more/less, same/not same
____ Uses word endings such as plurals, possessives, -ed, -ing
____ Uses sentences with correct word order and appropriate length; includes pronouns, verbs,
and question forms
____ Relates a story with 3–5 events

At the end of each unit, you will receive a
certificate of completion. If your overall average
score on each unit assessment is 80 percent or
above, you will receive a certificate of mastery for that
unit. If your overall average score for all unit assessments
is 80 percent or above, you will receive a certificate of
mastery for the course.
10

Phonological Awareness

Print Knowledge

Rhyming

Print Awareness

____ Imitates rhythmic patterns in songs,
fingerplays, and rhymes

____ Holds book right-side up and turns one page
at a time

____ Fills in missing words to known songs,
fingerplays, and rhymes

____ Identifies the pictures and the words on
a page

LETRS for Early Childhood Educators
• Unit 1
____ Identifies

words that rhyme

© 2018 Voyager Sopris Learning, Inc. All rights reserved.
Permission is granted ____
to reproduce
this page for teacher
use.
Recognizes
symbols

and print seen in

the environment

____ Produces a word that rhymes with a
given word

____ Follows print using left-to-right sequencing

____ Produces a string of three words
that rhyme

____ Points to words using one-to-one word
correspondence

Blending

____ Recognizes own written name

____ Blends words from syllables
(e.g., cow – boy)

Alphabet Knowledge

____ Blends initial sound to rest of word
(e.g., f – ish)

____ Identifies uppercase letters

____ Blends words with three sounds
(e.g., s – u – n)

____ Identifies the sounds of the letters

Segmenting
____ Segments words into syllables
____ Identifies the number of syllables in words
____ Identifies words that begin with the
same sound
____ Segments beginning sound from rest
of word (e.g., s – un)
____ Segments sounds in words with three
sounds (e.g., h – a – t)

____ Sings the Alphabet Song
____ Identifies lowercase letters
____ Produces the sounds of the letters
Print Development
____ Writes using scribble-like markings
____ Writes using individual letter-like characters
or mock letters
____ Writes using recognizable, random letter
strings
____ Writes using semiphonetic spellings
____ Writes using phonetic spellings

(Adapted from © Building Early Literacy and Language Skills; Paulson, Noble, Jepson, & van den Pol, 2001)
© 2018 Voyager Sopris Learning, Inc. All rights reserved.
Permission is granted to reproduce this page for teacher use.
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Bridge to Practice
The Bridge to Practice activities at the end of each online session give you the
opportunity to put what you have learned into practice. In the first session, you will
select three students to follow throughout the course by collecting data, making
observation notes, and considering how specific skills and strategies might be
helpful in meeting these students’ needs.
The Bridge to Practice activities will help you create a portfolio of work that
reflects your professional growth. Completing this portfolio is a requirement for
successful completion of the course.
Unit

1

2

3

4

Sessions

1–2

3–6

7–8

9–10

4 Checks for
Understanding
1 Unit
Assessment

2 Checks for
Understanding
1 Unit
Assessment

2 Checks for
Understanding
1 Unit
Assessment
1 Posttest

4

2

2

Assessments 1 Pretest
2 Checks for
Understanding
1 Unit
Assessment
Bridge to
Practice
Activities

xiv

Create Portfolios
2
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Unit 1

Objectives for Unit 1

SESSION 1 SESSION 2 SESSION 3 SESSION 4 SESSION 5 SESSION 6 SESSION 7 SESSION 8 SESSION 9 SESSION 10

After completing this unit, you should have met the objectives for Sessions 1 and 2.
Sessions

Unit Objectives

1.	What Trends Have Defined Early
Childhood Education? (p. 3)

1.1	Explain the historical events and research that have influenced early
childhood education.
1.2	Describe how policies and standards have affected approaches to early
childhood education.
1.3 Understand the significance of developmentally appropriate practice.

2.	What Is the Role of Assessment
in Early Childhood Education?
(p. 15)

2.1 Understand assessment types, characteristics, and purposes.
2.2	List the predictive indicators for academic learning across the
developmental domains in early childhood.

3.	How Is Phonology Related to
Oral Language Development?
(p. 29)

3.1 Understand the structures of oral languages.
3.2 Explain the importance of phonology to oral language development.
3.3 Describe the general milestones for phonological development.

4.	How Are Semantics, Morphology, 4.1 Describe how children develop an expressive vocabulary.
Syntax, and Prosody Related to
4.2 Explain morphological development in young children.
Oral Language Development?
4.3 Understand how sentence structure development relates to morphology.
(p. 45)
4.4 Describe the importance of prosody in giving meaning to oral language.
5.	What Are the Developmental
Stages of Oral Language?
(p. 57)

5.1	List the general stages of oral language development and the language
structure(s) present at each stage.
5.2 Understand how oral language can be assessed.

6.	What Strategies Facilitate Oral
Language Development?
(p. 65)

6.1	Describe child-directed language and stimulation strategies that facilitate
oral language in young children.
6.2 Design literal and follow-up inferential question routines.
6.3 Outline interactive storybook reading routines.

7.	How Does Phonological
Processing Work? (p. 91)

7.1	Define the component skills of phonological processing and phonological
representation along with their relationships to literacy development.

8.	What Are the Developmental
Sequences of Phonological
Awareness? (p. 99)

8.1	Describe the components of phonological awareness along the
linguistic hierarchy.
8.2	Describe the developmental sequence for rhyming, and strategies and
routines for developing these skills.
8.3	Describe the developmental sequence of blending and segmenting, and
strategies and routines for developing these skills.
8.4	Understand the importance of a phonological assessment process and
a well-developed scope and sequence.

9.	What Are the Essential
Components of Print
Knowledge? (p. 127)

9.1	List the print awareness concepts important for young children.
9.2	Describe how alphabet knowledge contributes to children’s learning.
9.3	Understand the development of alphabet learning and relate it to
instruction.

10.	How Do Young Children
Become Writers? (p. 153)

10

10.1	Describe the progression of young children’s writing in relation to the
phases of literacy development.
10.2	Understand instructional strategies that help young children develop
writing skills.

LETRS for Early Childhood Educators • Unit 1

Unit 1

Session

SESSION 10 SESSION 9 SESSION 8 SESSION 7 SESSION 6 SESSION 5 SESSION 4 SESSION 3 SESSION 2 SESSION 1

What Trends Have Defined Early
Childhood Education?
Preview Questions
Think about the answers to these questions before studying this session.
1.	What research, policies, and standards inform early childhood education in
your setting?
2.	What does the term developmentally appropriate practice mean to you?

Defining Early Literacy
Objective 1.1: Explain the historical events and research that have influenced
early childhood education.

Literacy development begins very early in a child’s life and lays the foundation
for later success in school. A deeper understanding and appreciation of the
earliest years has prompted an increase in young children’s opportunities to
participate in early childhood educational settings. These
learning experiences provide the foundation for later literacy
early childhood
development. As a result, the definition and use of the term
The time period from birth to
early literacy now describes the skills learned from birth to
about age eight that includes
five or six years of age (Robyak, Masiello, Trivette, Roper &
learning the foundational skills of
Dunst, 2007). Young children transition to the early reading
early literacy as well as the early
and writing stage in the early primary grades. The early
reading and writing skills expected
childhood time period covers both of these important stages,
in the first years of schooling.
as illustrated in Figure 1.1.
Birth
Early Childhood Period

Early Literacy
Foundational skills learned
from birth to 5–6 years
of age.

Early Reading and Writing
Skills expected in
kindergarten and early
elementary grades.
Age 8
Figure 1.1 Early Childhood Period

LETRS for Early Childhood Educators • Unit 1
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Unit 1

Historical Influences

SESSION 1 SESSION 2 SESSION 3 SESSION 4 SESSION 5 SESSION 6 SESSION 7 SESSION 8 SESSION 9 SESSION 10

The historical timeline in Figure 1.2 shows events that have influenced preschool
services. In 1965, the federal government enacted Head Start, a preschool
educational program that serves children ages 3–5 living in poverty. The focus was
to help develop children’s skills across the five developmental domains (listed on
next page). A decade later, in 1975, the Education for All Handicapped Children
Act (EHA) became law, establishing that all school-age children, including those
with identified disabilities, have access to a free and appropriate public education.
In 1986, those services were extended to include infants, toddlers, and preschool
children with disabilities.
1965
Head
Start
(HS)

1975
Education
Handicapped
Act (EHA)

1960

1986
Preschool
Special
Education

1970

1990
EHA
renamed
to IDEA

1980
1995
Hart & Risley

1992
Georgia
creates first
preschool
program

1990
1995
NEGP

2010s
40+ states have
preschool programs

2002
NCLB
Good
Start,
Grow
Smart

2010
CCSS

2000
2000
NRP

2008
NELP

2015
New HS
standards

2010
2009
DAP (3rd ed.)

Figure 1.2 Timeline of Early Childhood Education

In the 1990s, Georgia was the first state to provide publicly
funded prekindergarten educational programs to four-year-old
children. By the 2010s, more than 40 states provided some
level of publicly funded prekindergarten programing for fouryear-old children. Some services were universal, available for all four-year-olds;
others provided services for children at risk of later learning challenges based on
family income or delays in development. In 2015,
41 percent of four-year-old children participated
I can read
in a state-supported preschool or Head Start
the pictures!
(Barnett et al., 2016). Readiness gaps between
high- and low-income students have narrowed
modestly between 1998 and 2010 (Reardon &
Portilla, 2016). Providing early educational services
has proven to make a positive impact on children’s
later success (Magnuson & Duncan, 2016).

Research confirms that providing
early educational services positively
impacts children’s later success.

12
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Unit 1

Research

SESSION 10 SESSION 9 SESSION 8 SESSION 7 SESSION 6 SESSION 5 SESSION 4 SESSION 3 SESSION 2 SESSION 1

As more young children participated in early childhood educational programs,
more research became available to clarify developmental trends and expectations,
enhance assessment procedures, and guide instructional approaches. A seminal
study, Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American
Children, conducted by Betty Hart and Todd Risley and
published in 1995, has had a tremendous impact on the
The sheer number of words
understanding of the importance of the language environment
young children hear and the types
in children’s earliest years to their success in school and life.
of language interactions in their
The results of this study documented that the sheer number
environments are significantly
of words young children hear and the types of language
correlated to their academic
interactions in their environments are significantly correlated
achievement in the intermediate
to their academic achievement in the intermediate grades
grades.
(Walker, Greenwood, Hart, & Carta, 1994). Words count!
At about the same time as the Hart and Risley study was published, the National
Education Goals Panel (NEGP) published a research-based, peer-reviewed report,
Reconsidering Children’s Early Development and Learning: Toward Common Views
and Vocabulary (Kagan, Moore, & Bredekamp, 1995). This report described the
learning indicators and general age expectations for young children across the five
developmental domains:
1. Physical well-being and motor development
2. Social and emotional development
3. Approaches toward learning
4. Language and communication development
5. Cognition and general knowledge
This information provides a valuable resource for early childhood educators and
policy makers, guiding assessment and instruction in settings serving
young children.
During the 1980s and 1990s, considerable research attention focused on
identifying and documenting the literacy skills needed in learning to read and
write. The National Reading Panel (NRP) report, published in 2000, described the
component reading skills of phonemic awareness, phonics,
vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. Subsequently
The National Reading Panel
in 2008, the National Early Literacy Panel (NELP) report
(NRP) report, published in 2000,
documented the skills preschool children develop that provide
described the component reading
the foundation for learning to read and write in elementary
skills of phonemic awareness,
school. The NRP and NELP reports, both meta-analyses
phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and
and syntheses of the empirical research, provide results all
comprehension.
educators and policy makers should attend to and know.

LETRS for Early Childhood Educators • Unit 1
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Unit 2

Objectives for Unit 2

SESSION 1 SESSION 2 SESSION 3 SESSION 4 SESSION 5 SESSION 6 SESSION 7 SESSION 8 SESSION 9 SESSION 10

After completing this unit, you should have met the objectives for Sessions 3
through 6.
Sessions

Unit Objectives

1.	What Trends Have Defined Early
Childhood Education? (p. 3)

1.1	Explain the historical events and research that have influenced early
childhood education.
1.2	Describe how policies and standards have affected approaches to early
childhood education.
1.3 Understand the significance of developmentally appropriate practice.

2.	What Is the Role of Assessment
in Early Childhood Education?
(p. 15)

2.1 Understand assessment types, characteristics, and purposes.
2.2	List the predictive indicators for academic learning across the
developmental domains in early childhood.

3.	How Is Phonology Related to
Oral Language Development?
(p. 29)

3.1 Understand the structures of oral languages.
3.2 Explain the importance of phonology to oral language development.
3.3 Describe the general milestones for phonological development.

4.	How Are Semantics, Morphology, 4.1 Describe how children develop an expressive vocabulary.
Syntax, and Prosody Related to
4.2 Explain morphological development in young children.
Oral Language Development?
4.3 Understand how sentence structure development relates to morphology.
(p. 45)
4.4 Describe the importance of prosody in giving meaning to oral language.
5.	What Are the Developmental
Stages of Oral Language?
(p. 57)

5.1	List the general stages of oral language development and the language
structure(s) present at each stage.
5.2 Understand how oral language can be assessed.

6.	What Strategies Facilitate Oral
Language Development?
(p. 65)

6.1	Describe child-directed language and stimulation strategies that facilitate
oral language in young children.
6.2 Design literal and follow-up inferential question routines.
6.3 Outline interactive storybook reading routines.

7.	How Does Phonological
Processing Work? (p. 91)

7.1	Define the component skills of phonological processing and phonological
representation along with their relationships to literacy development.

8.	What Are the Developmental
Sequences of Phonological
Awareness? (p. 99)

8.1	Describe the components of phonological awareness along the
linguistic hierarchy.
8.2	Describe the developmental sequence for rhyming, and strategies and
routines for developing these skills.
8.3	Describe the developmental sequence of blending and segmenting, and
strategies and routines for developing these skills.
8.4	Understand the importance of a phonological assessment process and
a well-developed scope and sequence.

9.	What Are the Essential
Components of Print
Knowledge? (p. 127)

9.1	List the print awareness concepts important for young children.
9.2	Describe how alphabet knowledge contributes to children’s learning.
9.3	Understand the development of alphabet learning and relate it to
instruction.

10.	How Do Young Children
Become Writers? (p. 153)

28

10.1	Describe the progression of young children’s writing in relation to the
phases of literacy development.
10.2	Understand instructional strategies that help young children develop
writing skills.

LETRS for Early Childhood Educators • Unit 2

Unit 2

Session

SESSION 10 SESSION 9 SESSION 8 SESSION 7 SESSION 6 SESSION 5 SESSION 4 SESSION 3 SESSION 2 SESSION 1

How Is Phonology Related to Oral
Language Development?
Preview Questions
Think about the answers to these questions before studying this session.
1.	What is phonology?
2.	Why is it important to help children identify the sounds in words?

Introduction to Oral Language Structures
Objective 3.1: Understand the structures of oral languages.
Imagine two people engaged in a conversation, taking turns by making
comments and asking and answering questions. In this familiar exchange, both
participants understand what the other is saying because they are using the same
language, and both know the underlying rules of that language. Now imagine
two people trying to have a conversation, but they speak different languages. This
exchange does not work nearly as well, because the language structures and rules
are different, which makes it difficult to understand each other. All languages are
based on ruled-ordered components integrating phonology, semantics, morphology,
syntax, and prosody (Table 2.1).

Table 2.1: Rule-Ordered Structures of Oral Languages
Phonology

The rule system within a language by which phonemes (speech
sounds) can be sequenced, combined, and pronounced to make words

Semantics

The study of word and phrase meanings and relationships

Morphology

The study of meaningful units in a language and how the units are
combined in word formation

Syntax

The system of rules governing permissible word order in sentences

Prosody

The rhythms and patterns of sounds in spoken language; expression

When learning to talk, young children have a near-universal capacity to
naturally learn the underlying structural rules of the language they hear. However,
their language learning must be guided by caregivers in social interactions. These
structural components are the basis of written language as well. Later, when
learning to read and write, children rely on their ability to understand and use
oral language structures.
If a child has difficulty in learning to talk, any of the components of oral
language may be affected. The same is true when learning to read and write.
Problems can occur with the production, understanding, and/or awareness of
language at any level (i.e., sound, syllable, word, sentence, and/or discourse).
Gaining a better understanding of the structures of oral language provides a deeper
understanding of how language and literacy skills develop.
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Objective 3.2: Explain the importance of phonology to oral language
development.

Phonology is the study of the speech sound system of oral language. Spoken
languages around the world each have a group of phonemes (speech sounds) that
includes consonants and vowels (not alphabet letters). Each language has a set of
rules that govern the way sounds can be put together to say
phonology
words. Some languages have more than 100 phonemes and
The rule system within a language
some have fewer than 20. Standard American English (SAE)
by which phonemes (speech
has 25 consonant sounds and 19 vowel sounds. The rules
sounds) can be sequenced,
used to put sounds together may be similar across languages
combined, and pronounced to
or specific to a particular language. Here are examples of
make words.
phonological rules:
phoneme
A speech sound that combines
with others in a language system
to make words; English has 40
to 44 phonemes, according to
various linguists.
Standard American English
(SAE) has 25 consonant sounds
and 19 vowel sounds.

•	Syllables need a vowel sound. This is a nearly universal
rule in all languages.
•	The phoneme /r/* is pronounced differently in languages
across the world; in some languages, /r/ isn’t a phoneme
at all.
•	In English, /s/ can precede some consonant sounds
(e.g., /t/, /p/, /k/ as in star, spoon, skip), but not others
(e.g., /sh/, /ch/, /h/).
•	The phoneme /s/ cannot precede a consonant sound
in Spanish.
• English words do not start with /ng/.

The phonological rule system of the English language, and other languages, has
two important characteristics. First, because phonology is governed by rules, it is
systematic and predictable. The rules create a systematic rhythm and redundancy,
which facilitate learning and listening (Pinker, 1994). Rules may vary depending on
geographic region, social status, and culture. Speakers with a Southern dialect tend
to elongate vowel sounds as a rule. Those who live in parts of the Northeast may
say the /r/ sound differently from those living in the West.
Secondly, phonological rules are predictable. Young children learn to say words
based on their developing understanding of the rules of their language. The words
they say are often a simplified version of the standard form but
Young children learn to say
are still systematic and predictable. For example, if a child
words based on their developing
says “poon” for spoon, the teacher can predict that child will
understanding of the rules of
most likely say “tar” for star and “cool” for school. A child
their language. The words they
saying “wike” for like will also say “wets” for lets. Their
say are often a simplified version
developing words contain the consonant and vowel sounds
of the standard form but are still
of their language.
systematic and predictable.

*Speech sounds are indicated by two virgules, or / / marks (e.g., the sound of the letter m is represented as /m/).
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Vowels

Figure 2.1 illustrates vowel sounds and mouth/articulator
placements, and lists sample words for each vowel sound
pronunciation. The scoop over a vowel indicates a short
vowel sound. The straight line over the vowel represents a
long vowel sound. The left side of the illustration represents
the front of the mouth, and the right side is the back. The top
and bottom represent those parts of the mouth.
Some vowels in Figure 2.1 are listed separately. The schwa
vowel (/ /) is produced as a short /ŭ/ sound and occurs in an
unstressed or unaccented syllable, such as the first sound in
the word about or in the second syllable of the word carrot.
The /oi/ and /ou/ sounds are diphthongs, which are complex
vowels produced with tongue and/or lip movement. The
/er/, /ar/, and /or/ sounds are r-controlled vowels. Notice the
articulator movement in the /ar/ and /or/ vowel sounds. Like
the diphthongs, these are complex vowel sounds, both in
speaking and in literacy.

SESSION 10 SESSION 9 SESSION 8 SESSION 7 SESSION 6 SESSION 5 SESSION 4 SESSION 3 SESSION 2 SESSION 1

Vowels are open sounds, which require only limited “constriction” of the mouth
and articulators (i.e., tongue, lips, teeth, jaw). Vowel production simply requires the
speaker to open his or her mouth to varying degrees and move the tongue in high to
low and front to back positions. The lips are rounded when saying some vowels, but
spread when saying others. For example, when saying the /oˉ/ sound (as in note), the
lips round; when saying the /eˉ / sound (as in neat), the lips spread. Important to
speech production, vowels provide the melody and rhythm of oral language.
Because of people’s limited ability to feel minimal tongue
movement, there’s a reliance on auditory discrimination to
vowel
discern differences in vowel sound pronunciations. Some vowel
One of a set of 15 vowel phonemes
sounds are very close in production and auditory perception.
in English, not including vowel-r
Think of the minimal difference between the short /ĕ/ (as in bet)
combinations or schwa; an open
and short /ı̆/ (as in bit) sounds.
phoneme that is the heart of every
spoken syllable; classified by tongue
position and height (e.g., high to
low, and front to back).

schwa
The empty vowel in an unaccented
syllable, such as the last syllable in
wagon or rebus.

diphthongs
Single vowel phonemes that glide
in the middle; the mouth position
shifts during the production of the
single vowel phoneme, especially
the vowels spelled ou and oi.
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After completing this unit, you should have met the objectives for Sessions 7 and 8.
Sessions

Unit Objectives

1.	What Trends Have Defined Early
Childhood Education? (p. 3)

1.1	Explain the historical events and research that have influenced early
childhood education.
1.2	Describe how policies and standards have affected approaches to early
childhood education.
1.3 Understand the significance of developmentally appropriate practice.

2.	What Is the Role of Assessment
in Early Childhood Education?
(p. 15)

2.1 Understand assessment types, characteristics, and purposes.
2.2	List the predictive indicators for academic learning across the
developmental domains in early childhood.

3.	How Is Phonology Related to
Oral Language Development?
(p. 29)

3.1 Understand the structures of oral languages.
3.2 Explain the importance of phonology to oral language development.
3.3 Describe the general milestones for phonological development.

4.	How Are Semantics, Morphology, 4.1 Describe how children develop an expressive vocabulary.
Syntax, and Prosody Related to
4.2 Explain morphological development in young children.
Oral Language Development?
4.3 Understand how sentence structure development relates to morphology.
(p. 45)
4.4 Describe the importance of prosody in giving meaning to oral language.
5.	What Are the Developmental
Stages of Oral Language?
(p. 57)

5.1	List the general stages of oral language development and the language
structure(s) present at each stage.
5.2 Understand how oral language can be assessed.

6.	What Strategies Facilitate Oral
Language Development?
(p. 65)

6.1	Describe child-directed language and stimulation strategies that facilitate
oral language in young children.
6.2 Design literal and follow-up inferential question routines.
6.3 Outline interactive storybook reading routines.

7.	How Does Phonological
Processing Work? (p. 91)

7.1	Define the component skills of phonological processing and phonological
representation along with their relationships to literacy development.

8.	What Are the Developmental
Sequences of Phonological
Awareness? (p. 99)

8.1	Describe the components of phonological awareness along the
linguistic hierarchy.
8.2	Describe the developmental sequence for rhyming, and strategies and
routines for developing these skills.
8.3	Describe the developmental sequence of blending and segmenting, and
strategies and routines for developing these skills.
8.4	Understand the importance of a phonological assessment process and
a well-developed scope and sequence.

9.	What Are the Essential
Components of Print
Knowledge? (p. 127)

9.1	List the print awareness concepts important for young children.
9.2	Describe how alphabet knowledge contributes to children’s learning.
9.3	Understand the development of alphabet learning and relate it to
instruction.

10.	How Do Young Children
Become Writers? (p. 153)
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10.1	Describe the progression of young children’s writing in relation to the
phases of literacy development.
10.2	Understand instructional strategies that help young children develop
writing skills.
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Rhyming Development and Strategies
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Objective 8.2: Describe the developmental sequence for rhyming, and
strategies and routines for developing these skills.

Rhyming is often one of the first phonological awareness skills children
display, and they may be able to detect rhyme (epilinguistic) even when
other phonological skills are too difficult (MacLean, Bryant, & Bradley, 1987;
Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2002). Rhyme sensitivity emerges with speech sound
development (Rvachew & Grawburg, 2006) as children learn the differences
between words that sound alike, (e.g., bat/cat, dad/mad, sit/hit).
The development of rhyme (Table 3.4) begins as children ages 2–3 learn to
participate in saying words in nursery rhymes, fingerplays, jingles, songs, and
books. The next step for three- to four-year-olds is a receptive skill of detecting
words that rhyme, which is often a matching task. Early on, these skills are
epilinguistic with a developing sensitivity and then they progress to a conscious
metalinguistic awareness level. Being able to produce a word that rhymes with a
given word, followed by generating a string of words, are the next steps in rhyme
development in late preschool into kindergarten. These language experiences help
children learn how words sound similar with a focus on word structure. These skills
are outlined in Table 3.4.

Table 3.4: Age at Which Rhyming Skills Begin to Develop
2–3 Years Old

Participate in saying words in nursery rhymes, fingerplays, jingles, songs,
and books that are read to them

3–5 Years Old

Detect/match words that rhyme

4–5 Years Old

Produce words that rhyme

5–6 Years Old

Produce a string of words that rhyme

Exercise 3.9: List Rhyming Words
Think of one of your favorite fingerplays or songs for children. List the words
that rhyme in the verses.
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Research on developing brains has identified that when two sounds are similar
(e.g., /m/ and /n/), they excite the corresponding brain cells and their neural
connections. As similar sounds are heard repeatedly, the neural connections
become stronger, and the sounds become more easily recognized. In this way, the
brain begins to distinguish between sounds that are alike and those that are
different (Wolfe & Nevills, 2004). This skill is essential to
Rhyme knowledge in threephonemic awareness development. Rhyme knowledge in
year-olds is related to success in
three-year-olds is related to success in reading and spelling
reading and spelling in five- and
in five- and six-year-olds (Bryant, MacLean, Bradley, &
six-year-olds.
Crossland, 1990).
From an assessment perspective, matching tasks, rather than production tasks,
appear to be a better predictive measure of phonological abilities (Phillips, ClancyMenchetti, & Lonigan, 2008). Matching tasks that include pictures of the words to
be rhymed (such as pictures of a cat and a bat) may be the best measure of rhyme
understanding. The use of pictures reduces the impact on cognitive skills such as
phonological memory. Oddity tasks require young children to select the item that
does not belong. This format adds an element of exclusion, which is an additional
layer of needed understanding to accomplish the task.
Instruction in rhyme has a long history in early childhood settings. For the
rhyming activities selected, teachers should plan to include a range of skills to meet
the needs of their children from rhyme sensitivity to matching and then production.
For example, if the activity has a focus on production, teachers should be ready
to provide support for children who are still at the matching stage with a choice of
which word rhymes (e.g., Ask, “What word rhymes with sock—bus or rock?”). For
children at the rhyme sensitivity level, the teacher should point out that the words
rhyme or sound the same at the end.

Rhyme Sensitivity
There are many songs, fingerplays, and children’s books with a focus on
rhyming. These example activities describe ways to build a sense of rhyme in
young children.
•	Sing songs with rhyming words. For example, the “Five Little Ducks” song
has several rhyming words. Pause when a rhyming word is coming and
have children fill in the word (e.g., Sing, “Five little ducks went out one day,
over hills and far _______.”). Encourage children to fill in progressively more
rhyming words in the song. Point out how some of the words sound the same
at the end (e.g., Say, “The words day and away rhyme; they sound the same at
the end.”).
•	Read books with rhyming words. Point out how some words rhyme, or sound
the same at the end. After reading the book a few times, pause to let children
fill in rhyming words. For example, in the book Is Your Mama a Llama? by
Deborah Guarino (1989), read, “Is your mama a _______?” (Pause to let
children fill in llama.) Continue, “I asked my friend Dave. ‘No, she’s not,’ is the
answer Dave _______.” (Pause to let children fill in gave.) Children soon learn
to fill in the words when they hear the “sameness” in how words sound.
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The next skill level to develop is detecting and matching words that rhyme. This
skill occurs at 3–4 years of age. Children need to actively think about the words
they are considering and making a judgment about the similarity of word structure.
They are developing an understanding of language at the metaphonological
level, knowing that words have meanings and structures that can be played with
and manipulated. They also are progressing from a general awareness at the
epilinguistic level to a more conscious and intentional ability to focus on word
structures at the metalinguistic level.
Here are some example activities that describe ways to focus on matching words
that rhyme.
• Rhyme children’s names to get their attention.
– Say, “Carlos Farlos,”“Molly Golly,” or “Tyrone Byrone.”
–	Say, “I need someone whose name rhymes with Tashley” when you are
looking for Ashley.
•	After children have learned the verse in a nursery rhyme, change one of the
rhyming words to see if the new word “works,” or fits the rhyme. For example,
say, “Hickory Dickory Dock, the mouse ran up the block. Dock, clock, block.
Do these words rhyme?” Then, say, “Hickory Dickory Dock, the mouse ran
up the chair. Dock, clock, chair. Do these words rhyme?” Find objects for
the words you use. Good words that work for the “Hickory Dickory Dock”
nursery rhyme are block, rock, and sock. Words that do not work could be
car, ball, horse, etc. (Paulson et al., 2001).

Rhyme Production
The next stage to develop is producing words that rhyme,
which often occurs in preschool with children ages 4–5. The
skill of producing a string of words that rhyme is expected to
develop during kindergarten (Paulson, 2004).

Many times, children who
struggle with learning to read also
have difficulty with rhyming.

An additional component to add to a rhyming activity is to have children
determine if their rhymed word is a real word or a nonsense or pretend word.
This distinction helps children focus on word structure and word meaning, and
combines phonological awareness and language development in the same activity.
For example, when saying a rhyming word for bug, preschooler Olivia says, “Bug,
rug. A rug is for the floor. Bug, wug. I don’t know what a wug is.” She has to
process whether she understands that word, deepening her understanding of word
meaning and word structure.
Some children have difficulty producing rhymes until they learn that words can
be broken into initial sounds and the rest of the word. Many times, children who
struggle with learning to read also have difficulty with rhyming.
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Here are some example activities that focus on producing words that rhyme.
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•	Change the beginning sound in words for things you refer to, such as food
you provide for snacks, or when you give directions. You might say, “We are
having mocolate mudding” instead of chocolate pudding. When getting ready
to go outside, you could say, “It’s time to put on your poats and dittens to go
routside.” Have children identify a real word that rhymes with your silly word.
Children love it, and the concept of changing words in their environment is
engaging and effective in helping them learn about rhyming.
•	Read the story There’s a Wocket in My Pocket by Dr. Seuss (1996). Have
children invent their own characters, draw pictures of their characters with the
rhyming object, then write (or narrate) a sentence that describes where their
character is (e.g., “There’s a zarpet on my carpet.”). Create a classroom book
with the children’s illustrations of rhyming characters (Paulson et al., 2001).
It is important to know the skill
level expected within the activity
and how to adjust the activity to
meet children’s learning needs.

For more rhyming activities, see Building Early Literacy
and Language Skills (Paulson et al., 2001). There is a plethora
of activities and resources for encouraging the development
of rhyming skills. When selecting activities, it is important to
know the skill level expected within the activity and how to
adjust the activity to meet children’s learning needs.

Exercise 3.10: Generate Rhyming Words
1.	In 10 seconds, think of as many words as you can that rhyme with the
word cat. Count them off as you say them. How many words did you
think of? ________
2.	In 10 seconds, think of as many words as you can that rhyme with the
word chef. Count them off as you say them. How many words did you
think of? ________
Most likely, you were able to identify more rhyming words for cat than you
were for chef. This is because the word cat is more common and is part of a
larger word family (the -at pattern) than the word chef (the -ef pattern). So, when
helping children learn about rhyme, choose words that they know and that have
large word families to make the task easier for them. When
When helping children learn
children need more of a challenge, pick words that are not as
about rhyme, choose words that
familiar and that have smaller word families. (Be careful with
they know and that have large
rhyming word patterns you would rather not deal with, such
word families.
as -uck and -itch.)
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After completing this unit, you should have met the objectives for Sessions 9 and 10.
Unit Objectives

1.	What Trends Have Defined Early
Childhood Education? (p. 3)

1.1	Explain the historical events and research that have influenced early
childhood education.
1.2	Describe how policies and standards have affected approaches to early
childhood education.
1.3 Understand the significance of developmentally appropriate practice.

2.	What Is the Role of Assessment
in Early Childhood Education?
(p. 15)

2.1 Understand assessment types, characteristics, and purposes.
2.2	List the predictive indicators for academic learning across the
developmental domains in early childhood.

3.	How Is Phonology Related to
Oral Language Development?
(p. 29)

3.1 Understand the structures of oral languages.
3.2 Explain the importance of phonology to oral language development.
3.3 Describe the general milestones for phonological development.

4.	How Are Semantics, Morphology, 4.1 Describe how children develop an expressive vocabulary.
Syntax, and Prosody Related to
4.2 Explain morphological development in young children.
Oral Language Development?
4.3 Understand how sentence structure development relates to morphology.
(p. 45)
4.4 Describe the importance of prosody in giving meaning to oral language.
5.	What Are the Developmental
Stages of Oral Language?
(p. 57)

5.1	List the general stages of oral language development and the language
structure(s) present at each stage.
5.2 Understand how oral language can be assessed.

6.	What Strategies Facilitate Oral
Language Development?
(p. 65)

6.1	Describe child-directed language and stimulation strategies that facilitate
oral language in young children.
6.2 Design literal and follow-up inferential question routines.
6.3 Outline interactive storybook reading routines.

7.	How Does Phonological
Processing Work? (p. 91)

7.1	Define the component skills of phonological processing and phonological
representation along with their relationships to literacy development.

8.	What Are the Developmental
Sequences of Phonological
Awareness? (p. 99)

8.1	Describe the components of phonological awareness along the
linguistic hierarchy.
8.2	Describe the developmental sequence for rhyming, and strategies and
routines for developing these skills.
8.3	Describe the developmental sequence of blending and segmenting, and
strategies and routines for developing these skills.
8.4	Understand the importance of a phonological assessment process and
a well-developed scope and sequence.

9.	What Are the Essential
Components of Print
Knowledge? (p. 127)

9.1	List the print awareness concepts important for young children.
9.2	Describe how alphabet knowledge contributes to children’s learning.
9.3	Understand the development of alphabet learning and relate it to
instruction.

10.	How Do Young Children
Become Writers? (p. 153)

10.1	Describe the progression of young children’s writing in relation to the
phases of literacy development.
10.2	Understand instructional strategies that help young children develop
writing skills.
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Development of Alphabet Learning
Objective 9.3: Understand the development of alphabet learning and relate it
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to instruction.

There are a number of characteristics that influence the development of young
children’s alphabet learning. Research has established developmental trends
that guide expected learning outcomes and instructional strategies. Keeping
these factors in mind may be useful in helping young children develop their
letter knowledge.

Letter Learning
When learning alphabet letter names, young children typically follow
the sequence listed in Table 4.3. With guidance and support, toddlers often
begin learning the names for letter shapes. Letter-name learning, with a
developing connection to letter sounds, becomes a significant focus during
the preschool years.

Table 4.3: The Learning Sequence of Letters and Words
Skill Behavior

Age Range

Recognize and name a few letters

2–3 years

Recognize beginning letters in familiar words

3–4 years

Learn both uppercase and lowercase letters

3–5 years

Relate letters to specific sounds that the letters represent

4–6 years

The early learning standards related to children’s alphabet learning vary in the
specificity and explicit benchmarks set for children’s letter-naming at the end of
preschool (Neuman & Roskos, 2005). Some state standards list a specific
benchmark number for letter-name knowledge, while others only indicate that
letter-name knowledge should be developing (Bracken & Crawford, 2010). The
standards reflecting letter-sound knowledge are less specific than the standards
for letter-name knowledge. Generally, they indicate that young children should
be developing some letter-sound knowledge later in the preschool years. These
standards may change as states update and revise their early learning standards.
The Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework: Ages
Birth to Five (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
Administration for Children and Families, Office of Head Start,
2015) indicates that children transitioning to kindergarten should
know 18 uppercase letter names, 15 lowercase letter names,
and have some letter-sound knowledge. This benchmark is an
increase from 10 letter names in the previous standard.

The 2015 Head Start Early
Learning Outcomes Framework
indicates that children transitioning
to kindergarten should know
18 uppercase letter names,
15 lowercase letter names, and
have some letter-sound knowledge.

At the kindergarten level, state standards are much more
consistent than those for early learning. Most expect that by the end of the year
children should know all uppercase and lowercase letter names, all letter sounds,
and all long and short vowel sounds. This knowledge reflects an understanding of
the alphabetic principle, which is needed for children to proceed to the next step
of learning the phonics spelling patterns used to read words.
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Letter learning has both cognitive and environmental influences. Representing
environmental influences, families tend to focus more on letters seen in written
words and less on letter sounds (Robins, Treiman, & Rosales, 2014). Research has
established that young children tend to learn letter names before letter sounds
(Adams, 2013; Ehri & Roberts, 2006; Foulin, 2005). Lettername learning is related to cognitive development in that a
Research has established that
letter name is a more concrete entity than a letter sound. The
young children tend to learn letter
concept of a phoneme is more abstract and tends to develop
names before letter sounds.
later in the preschool years.
What letters do children learn first? Early childhood
educators consistently and confidently answer this question
with “the letters in children’s own name.” In a study looking at
the letter names known by three- and four-year-old children,
the results determined that they were 11 times more likely to
name a letter if it was in their own name, particularly if it was
the first letter (Justice, Pence, Bowles, & Wiggins, 2006). Young
children were more likely to know CV and VC consonant letter
names—those with the best name-to-sound facilitation effect—
than letter names without this pattern. The order of the alphabet (e.g., ABC and XYZ)
had an impact on letter naming, as did the consonants learned earlier in speech
development (Justice et al., 2006). See Table 4.4 for the results of this study.

In a study looking at the
letter names known by threeto-four-year-old children, the
results determined they were
11 times more likely to name a
letter if it was in their own name,
particularly the first letter.

Table 4.4: Letter-Name Knowledge in Three- to Four-Year-Olds
(Adapted from Justice et al., 2006)

Knowledge

Impact Size

Own-name advantage
Any letter
Initial letter

11 ×
1.5 ×
7.3 ×

Alphabet order hypothesis

1.02 ×

Letter-name/sound pronunciation effect:
• CV vs. VC
• CV vs. NOT CV
Consonant order hypothesis

not significant
1.8 ×
1.09 ×

The most common letters the children in this study knew were b, x, o, a, s,
k, d, and c. Letters less frequently named were m, j, t, y, e, h, l, z, p, and r.
The least known letters were i, q, f, g, n, u, and v (Justice et al., 2006). Note that
not all children will align with these results, as they may tune into other letters
they find more important. However, this information can be used as a guide
for instruction.
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A study (Paulson et al., 2013) comparing uppercase and lowercase letter-name
knowledge with the letter-sound knowledge of three- to five-year-olds identified that,
indeed, young children knew more uppercase letter names than lowercase letter
names. In addition, they knew more letter names than letter sounds. Table 4.5
illustrates the changing letter knowledge of preschool children. As expected, older
preschool children had more alphabet knowledge than younger
children. There were significant floor effects earlier in the
A study identified that young
preschool years, meaning that these tasks were difficult for
children knew more uppercase
many children. The same study documented the significant
letter names than lowercase letter
range in development across the ages. At each age level, there
names. They also knew more letter
were children who knew every letter name, and some who
names than letter sounds.
did not know any.

Table 4.5: Average Number of Letter-Name and Letter-Sound Responses
(From Paulson et al., 2013)

Number of Letters

25
20

20
15

15

7.5
5

4.6

1.3
0.4
0 0.1

1.5

3;0–3;5

12

10
8.7

10

12

5.6
3.6

3;6–3;11

4;0–4;5

4;6–4;11

Age in Years;Months
Uppercase     Lowercase     Sounds

Table 4.5 shows the increase in letter-sound knowledge from 3;0 to 5;5 years
of age. This increase, which occurs later in the preschool years, illustrates young
children’s growing ability to attend to and think about the abstract nature of
speech sounds. This trend is also consistent with older preschool children’s
growth in phonemic awareness.

Table 4.6: Kindergarten Letter Learning
(Based on Evans et al., 2006)
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Task

Mean

Standard Deviation

Range

Uppercase Names

23.1

4.9

2–26

Lowercase Names

19.5

6.1

1–26

Letter Sounds

15.1

8.1

0–26
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Kindergarten letter-name and letter-sound knowledge continues to grow from
the preschool years and follows similar patterns. In a study conducted in April of
the school year, 149 kindergarten children knew an average of 23 uppercase and
20 lowercase names, along with 15 letter sounds (Evans et al., 2006). Again, the
ranges were large, indicating a significant variability in young children’s learning.
Table 4.6 illustrates these results.
How many letters should young children know to be on track for later literacy
learning? A synthesis study, conducted to determine the optimal benchmark of
letter-name knowledge during the prekindergarten to kindergarten transition,
considered literacy outcomes of word identification, spelling, and passage
comprehension in first grade. The results indicated that the optimal level of lettername knowledge was 18 uppercase and 15 lowercase letters to
Optimal benchmark between
support later literacy success (Piasta, Petscher, & Justice, 2012).
prekindergarten and kindergarten:
From this study, it is easy to see the research basis for the
• 18 uppercase letter names
revised Head Start learning outcomes for letter knowledge.
• 15 lowercase letter names
However, there are many children entering kindergarten who
have not achieved this level of letter learning.
The research is clear. Young children learn uppercase
letter names more readily than lowercase letter names,
followed by letter sounds. They also learn to write uppercase
letters before lowercase letters, and have a preference for
uppercase letters (Puranik, Petscher, & Lonigan, 2013). As
young children become more confident with the writing process, they should
be guided in the use of print conventions, such as starting a sentence with
an uppercase letter and making the rest lowercase letters. Table 4.7 contrasts
uppercase and lowercase letters. These characteristics can make uppercase letters
easier to learn than lowercase letters.

Young children learn uppercase
letter names more readily than
lowercase letter names, followed
by letter sounds.

Table 4.7: Uppercase and Lowercase Letter Contrasts
Uppercase Letters

Lowercase Letters

All start at the top

Start in four different places (e.g., a, b, e, f )

Are all the same height

Are not the same size (some uppercase and
lowercase are the same and others are not)

Are all more distinct
May be more prevalent (e.g., ABC books, signs)

Have different vertical positions: small, tall,
descending with subtle differences
(e.g., a, b, d, g, p, q)
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LETRS for Early Childhood Educators 2nd Edition is
based on the most current scientific research that says
that the more children know about language and literacy
before they begin formal schooling, the better equipped
they are to succeed in reading.
This course provides preschool teachers with the
knowledge and techniques they need to dramatically
jump-start children’s literacy skills. Each unit consists
of two or more sessions and includes clearly defined
objectives, preview questions, exercises, and reviews.
This manual is accompanied by state-of-the-art,
interactive technology to support a blended learning
module. Online instruction aligns to the units in this
manual and shows how to apply LETRS principles and
practices to the early childhood classroom.

Teachers acquire a deep
understanding of early
literacy by studying:
• Developmentally
appropriate practice
• Use of assessment data
• Oral language
development
• Phonological awareness
• Print knowledge,
alphabet learning, and
writing skills
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