
Why focus on literacy in the early years? 
•   Recent research confirms that literacy starts well before children begin formal 

schooling  
•   Early years are the most critical period for learning and developing foundational 

skills which include: Oral language, Vocabulary & comprehension, Understanding 
how print works and alphabet knowledge 

 
What changes can you see?  

•   Medieval England –those who could speak Latin were considered literate  
•   18th – 19th century: Knowing the alphabet, signing one’s name, and reading the 

Bible = “being literate”.  
•   Literacy is the ability to make full sense and productive use of written language in 

the particular culture in which one lives (1984).  
•   The ability to compose and comprehend spoken and written language appropriately 

and effectively 
 
A recent definition: 

•   Literacy is the capacity/confidence to use language in all forms and make meaning 
•   Literacy incorporates a range of modes of communication including music, 

movement, dance, story telling, visual arts, drama, talking, listening, viewing, 
reading and writing.  

•   Contemporary texts include electronic + print-based media. The ability to critically 
analyse texts is a key component of literacy.  

•   Allows you to access worlds beyond your own, interact and participate with others 
 
How we use literacy is constantly changing: 

•   We make meaning with texts that use a range of semiotic (symbol) systems in 
multiple modes.  

•   Communicative competence is more than verbal (words); it includes non-verbal 
forms of communication, e.g., the language of images, art, dance, drama, 
mathematics, movement, rhythm and music. 

E.g. Books, photos, magazines, oral stories, text messages, drama, art, movies, skype 
 
Literacy - not a single skill to be learned 

•   ‘Multiliteracies’ – we draw on a range of practices to express our identity and 
actively participate in society.  

•   We use different kinds of literacy across domains of life 
•   Literacy is more than knowledge/skills- Need to help children develop lifelong 

learning and the ability to actively participate in society.  
•   Today we not only read and write but also need to: evaluate texts and be able to 

make informed choices about a range of issues  
 
 
 
 
Freebody & Luke’s 4 Resources:  



•   Breaking the code of texts – understand the conventions of texts (decoding - print, 
images and digital- what’s the word, what do letters mean? punctuation)  

•   Participating in the meaning of texts – draw on past experience and our knowledge 
of other texts to bring meaning to new texts (that we read/compose/view/hear ...)  

•   Using texts functionally – choosing the appropriate text to achieve your purpose for 
the context and audience  

•   Critically analysing texts – talking about opinions, point of view in texts  
 
What is our goal for all young children?  

•   Assist every child to develop a “literacy toolkit” -: feel confident in literate behaviour  
•   Engage in cognitively demanding activities;  
•   Make meanings of a range of different forms/modes of texts 
•   Critically analyse texts to recognize whose views are being presented;  
•   Work in collaborative ways with their literacy knowledge –appropriate 

communication and social skills to function effectively – at home and school; for 
work or leisure. Our focus is on helping children develop awareness of the purposes 
and uses of literacies and motivation to engage in literacy activities.  

 
Understandings about how language and literacy are learned change: 

 
Behaviourists (late 19th & 
early 20th century) 

Language shaped by external “rewards” – children copy 
adults and are rewarded – learning is by imitation 
 

Maturational theories Learning tied to mental age/biological maturation (about 
age 6 – mentally ready to learn). Reading/writing are 
separate skills and learning begins when children start 
school. The focus was on “nature”; not “nurture”  
 

Reading readiness Progress is developmental – focus on getting children 
ready to read rather than waiting. Reading could be 
“speeded-up” by pre-reading experiences – tracing, hand-
eye coordination exercises. 
 

Emergent (1970+) - Piaget Researchers noticed children had many experiences 
involving literacy in everyday life and were gaining reading 
skills in the years before formal school; literacy an ongoing 
process starting at birth; child an active participant – 
talking, singing, drawing is important. 

Socio-cultural (1990s+)  Literacy knowledge and competence differ according to 
the social and cultural context in which they are learned – 
it’s not a “single” skill; doesn’t develop in discrete stages. 
   

Critical theories Extend sociocultural perspectives; they involve people 
using language to exercise power to both enhance life and 
to question practices of privilege and injustice (this can 
begin at an early age) 



 
 

 
 
Young children making meaning: 

•   From an early age children explore personal and shared symbols 
Shared symbol = is one understood by a group of people and used to 
communicate meaning within the group/ 

 
Children can:  

•   represent ideas in a variety of symbol systems, including words, dance, song, 
painting, sculpture, constructions and movement  

•   become skilled at symbolic transformations, before they move on to the 
more formal symbol systems of letters and numbers. 

 
Symbolic transformations – in play children learn to use one thing to stand for (or represent) 
something else. This is what we do when we write – those squiggly marks – (letters) can 
represent our thoughts and ideas. 
 
Understanding home and community experiences: 

•   Being aware of children’s home/community experiences will assist you to support 
and extend their literacy learning. 

Key questions for teachers are:  
•   What do I know about the lives and experiences of the young children I teach?  
•   How do they spend their time?  
•   What do their families value? 

 
 
Emergent Literacy: 
The reading/writing behaviours that precede and develop into conventional literacy. 



•   Children living in cultures that value literacy begin learning at birth – they don’t wait 
to be taught. 

•   Learning is a cognitive and a social activity – cultural and social environments will 
influence learning and development. 

•   Development depends on active participation. Children develop competency in 
language and literacy through interactions and experiences with adults around 
them. 

 
 


