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Emergent Literacy

150 minutes: 

– ‘emergent literacy’ & simple view of reading

– three emergent literacy domains

– several evidence-based practices



1. Overview of ‘emergent literacy’ & 
simple view of reading



Emergent 
Literacy Early Literacy Conventional 

Literacy
Adolescent 

Literacy

Continuum of Reading Development



What is reading, anyway? 

When Joseph was a baby, his grandfather made him 
a wonderful blanket…

Question: 

What is reading? 



“Simple” View of Reading

D  x  C  = R



• دي موين ھي مدينة جمیلة جدا



Columbus es una ciudad muy hermosa



• Simple View of Reading (SVR)

R = 
Word Recognition (Decoding) x 

Comprehension (Language Skills)



D C Reading Status

Good Good Typical Reader
(Fluent and automatic by about 9 years)

Poor Good Decoding-specific reading disability 
(dyslexia)

Good Poor Comprehension-specific reading disability
(poor comprehenders)

Poor Poor Globally impaired reader
(garden variety poor reader)



Children who will become poor readers are 
recognizable before reading instruction begins

They show lags in developing skills that are 
precursors to decoding and/or comprehension:

• print knowledge
• phonological processing 
• vocabulary (part of oral language)



Literacy and Young Children?

?



Literacy and Young Children?

? What skills do we observe in young 
children that are foundational to 
(predictive of) future reading?

BE SPECIFIC!



What does ‘early 
literacy’ look 

like in a young 
child?

Pretending to write

Pretending to read

Naming letters

“Reading” print in environment

Writing own name

Asking questions about print

Asking to be read to



Concepts about Print

Rowe (2008)



Is that 
appropriate?

Is that my Job??? 



5 Key Understandings

1 Preschoolers’ language and literacy skills are 
consistently and significantly related to later 
reading achievement

“Code Based Skills” “Meaning Based Skills”

Foundational for D
(Decoding)

Foundational for C
(Comprehension)



Longitudinal Studies



Longitudinal Studies

A student who scores in 
Band 3 on the KRA-L is 

eight times more likely to 
pass the third-grade OAA 

than a student who scored 
in Band 1, and is three 

times more likely to pass 
than a student who scores 

in Band 2. 



5 Key Understandings

2 Children with well-developed language and literacy 
skills at kindergarten entry tend to be better readers in 
the future than children with less-developed skills



5 Key Understandings

3 Some children are vulnerable 
for lags in early language 
and literacy development

→  Poverty

→ Developmental disability

→ Poverty + bilingual



Entering Kindergarteners in Ohio Rural Programs 
Serving Low-Income Children

16% global risk
35% academic risk

13% S-B risk
26% ready

Justice et al., 2017)



5 Key Understandings

4 Early lags have life-long 
consequences

Skibbe, Grimm, Stanton-Chapman, Justice, Pence, & Bowles, 2008



5 Foundational Premises

Early childhood education 
with explicit literacy 
programming can 

prevent this cycle of 
effects

You Matter!
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Adapted from Scarborough (2001). 

Handbook of Early Literacy Research. New York: Guilford Press.

Vocabulary

Grammar

Background knowledge

Inferencing

Phonological Processing

Print Knowledge

Early writing

Motivation



Adapted from Scarborough (2001). 

Handbook of Early Literacy Research. New York: Guilford Press.

Vocabulary

Phonological Processing

Print Knowledge



“Simple” View of Reading

D  x  C

Important 
Precursors:

Print knowledge

Phonological 
processing (PA)

Important 
Precursors:

Vocabulary



2. In-depth examination of three 
emergent literacy domains



Phonological processing

Print knowledge

vocabulary



PHONOLOGICAL PROCESSING

In Ohio’s literacy plan, is used as a synonym for phonological 
awareness (PA)



“Simple” View of Reading

D  x  C

Important 
Precursors:

Print knowledge

Phonological 
processing (PA)

Important 
Precursors:

Vocabulary



Let’s engage in some phonological 
awareness …



The Alphabetic Principle
Letter(s) Sound(s)
M (man) /m/
Q (quiet) /kw/
K (kit) /k/
PH (philosophy) /f/
GH (rough) /f/
NG (ring) /ŋ/

Letters are converted to sounds



Phonological awareness and decoding



Phonological Processing

We process little chunks of sounds (phonemes) 
which combine into bigger chunks of sound 
(syllables and words)



Success in reading instruction requires a 
child to have the ability to attend to the 
smallest units of sound – the phoneme

Importantly, this can be taught!



Evidence of phonological awareness

• Ability to participate in games/activities that feature:
– Making up rhymes
– Breaking words into syllables
– Matching words that share the same first sound**

• Emergent writing that is not rote memorization







Continuum of development, but not mastery

Age 2 to age 5ish 

Syllables

Rhymes

Initial 
sounds

All 
sounds



Phonological Awareness and Reading 
Achievement
Torgesen and Mathes, 2000



PRINT KNOWLEDGE



“Simple” View of Reading

D  x  C

Important 
Precursors:

Print knowledge

Phonological 
processing (PA)

Important 
Precursors:

Vocabulary



Let’s demonstrate our print 
knowledge…



Print has a lot of rules!

Letters are converted to sounds



Some rules young children are 
acquiring about print:

• Print is a symbolic form that 
conveys meaning 

• Every letter has a name and 
a look

• Print can be used to express 
one’s self

• Print moves from left to write

• Letters make up words



Concepts about Print

Rowe (2008)





Book and 
print 

organization

Letters 

Print 
meaning

Words 

Arrangement of print 
(left to right, top to bottom)

Book organization 
(title page, author)

Interest in print

Four Dimensions



Book and 
print 

organization

Letters 

Print 
meaning

Words 

Print carries meaning

Print is different than pictures

Print has specific rules



Book and 
print 

organization

Letters 

Print 
meaning

Words 

Letters make up words

Distinguishing features of 
individual letters

Letters map to sounds



Book and 
print 

organization

Letters 

Print 
meaning

Words 

Concept of word in print

Words are made of letters

Written words map to spoken 
words



VOCABULARY



“Simple” View of Reading

D  x  C

Important 
Precursors:

Print knowledge

Phonological 
processing (PA)

Important 
Precursors:

Vocabulary



Let’s show off our vocabulary skills
0 -- I’ve never 
heard it 
before…

1-- I’ve heard of 
it but don’t 
know what it 
means…

2 -- I’ve heard of 
it and it has 
something to do 
with…

3 – I know it! It 
means… 

babble

pontificate

cache

puerile

enthusiasm



Vocabulary = the mental dictionary





• From birth to age 7, children learn an 
average of 7 words per day

• Vocabulary growth is driven by 
exposure to words – children are 
feasting on this input

• Due to variation in exposure, some 
12th graders have vocabularies similar 
to first graders

3 things to know about 
vocabulary



Once children are fluent decoders, 
reading comprehension is almost 
completely contingent on one’s 

vocabulary

********

This vocabulary knowledge must be 
explicitly fostered from birth onward

Reading and 
Vocabulary



Knowing a Word Takes Multiple Exposures

• Shallow Knowledge
– Fragile state – you don’t have it yet!

(incremental)

• Deep Knowledge
– Non-fragile state – you got it!

Word:

imagine



Entering kindergarteners
• Have  >2,000 words in their mental dictionary

• Use a variety of words to represent their feelings, interests, and 
needs

• Use words of all classes – verbs, nouns, adverbs, adjectives, 
prepositions, etc

• Manipulate word forms for precision (walking, didn’t, kindness)



Descriptions of several evidence-
based practices



“Simple” View of Reading

D  x  C

Important 
Precursors:

Print knowledge

Phonological 
processing (PA)

Important 
Precursors:

Vocabulary

Best taught using a combination of direct and incidental
instructional approaches but always be explicit



Direct:

Pre-planned
(e.g., circle time lesson)

Incidental:

Seize the moment
(e.g., lunch discussion)

EXPLICIT INSTRUCTION: BE CLEAR IN WHAT YOU WANT 
CHILDREN TO LEARN



Using evidence to create effective 
emergent-literacy instruction

• ESSA TIERS:
– Tier 1: Strong Evidence – well-executed experimental study
– Tier 2: Moderate Evidence – well-executed quasi-experimental study
– Tier 3: Promising Evidence

– Tier 4: Demonstrates a Rationale

• I share example interventions that *in my opinion* meet Tier 1&2 
standards



Phonological Awareness
• Direct phonological awareness training as a modest curriculum 

supplement

– Typically involves small- or large-group teacher-lead activities several 
times weekly

– Doesn’t need to be intensive to be effective
– Not a single developer or program; multiple examples in literature
– Considered effective only for phonological awareness
– Five studies in the WWC ‘meet evidence standards’



Phonological Awareness- Evidence



Phonological Awareness
• Example of a well-executed 

experimental study (Tier 1 
evidence)
– 152 children in UK, avg age < 5 

years)
– Daily short PA activities (about 5 

minutes) + letter-sound work and 
shared readings

– Significantly outperformed 
comparison group on a measure of 
segmentation and blending



Print Knowledge
• Engaging children in explicit print-related discussions during 

book reading (‘Sit Together and Read’)

– Teachers read regularly to class as a whole group
– Books are “print-rich selections”
– Teachers embed explicit discussions about print into these read-alouds
– Print-focused discussions follow a scope and sequence

• Studied extensively in well-executed experimental studies, and 
all materials available freely online (http://star.ehe.osu.edu/)



Print Knowledge - Evidence
STAR-1: Multi-site (OH, VA) study of 
STAR in early childhood education 
classrooms, with follow-up to first grade

STAR-2: Multi-site (multiple districts in 
Ohio) study of STAR in early childhood 
special education classrooms, with 
follow-up to kindergarten



Print Knowledge
• Example of a well-executed 

experimental study (Tier 1 
evidence)
– 319 preschoolers with disabilities 

enrolled in 83 ECSE classrooms in 
multiple districts across Ohio

– Whole class read-alouds 4 x per 
week with a print focus

– Significantly outperformed 
comparison group on a composite 
measure of print knowledge

– Effects sustained through 
kindergarten



Vocabulary - Evidence 
• Oral language strategies embedded across multiple classroom 

activities, including theme-based prop boxes

– Practicing and promoting active listening: listen to what children say 
attentively, respond in a meaningful way

– Modeling rich language: expand use of rich vocabulary, provide 
elaborate explanations and descriptions of common activities and events

– Providing feedback: use informative talk to describe what children are 
doing; ask open-ended questions; use recasts and expansions



Vocabulary
• Example of a well-executed 

experimental study (Tier 1 
evidence)
– 207 preschoolers in 16 Head Start 

classrooms
– Extensive professional development 

in fall of the year and 2-hr group 
trainings monthly

– Use of strategies monitored over the 
year with checklists

– Significant effects on standardized 
measures of vocabulary



Thank you!

• For more resources and 
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