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Introduction

S

in many different settings from day care
to early intervention to preschool. Although she has many years of experience, she has not had in-depth
formal training, especially in the area of literacy. She has created a warm, loving atmosphere in her
classroom and is eager to make sure her children get a strong start in literacy. How can she integrate what
she already knows about young children with new strategies for teaching literacy? How can she learn more
about prep expectations and put her children on the right path? How can she ensure that her children will
experience a smooth transition to prep?
USANNE HAS WORKED IN THE EARLY CHILDHOOD CLASSROOM

MARGARITA IS AN EXPERIENCED preschool teacher who was trained in early childhood education before new
information was available on how to promote literacy in the early childhood classroom. She wants to do
more in this area and use strategies and techniques that will be developmentally appropriate, not watereddown versions of those used in the upper years. What contributions can new research-based findings about
early literacy make to her teaching? What are some of the new ways of thinking about learning and
development? What are some new teaching techniques that she can add to her already strong repertoire of
strategies?
Susanne and Margarita are not unlike many other preschool teachers. The prospect of addressing
the early literacy needs of young children can seem daunting. These questions arise:
•
•
•

How do teachers know when a young child is ready to learn or when his or her mind is
ready to accept what educators want to teach?
How do educators know what teaching strategies will be effective at precisely that point in time?
What is meant by “developmentally appropriate practices”?

This manual is designed as a guide to help both new and experienced preschool teachers answer
these questions and make decisions about the instructional practices that are appropriate for their
classrooms.
The manual is organised into three sections. Section I identifies seven principles of instruction that
should be applied in the preschool classroom. Section II contains information about the
organisation of the preschool classroom. Section III presents appropriate teaching strategies that
reflect the principles of instruction identified in Section I. These strategies are research-based,
address those components of literacy development considered to be most critical during preschool,
and are tied to state and national standards for young children.
All three sections are interconnected. Each teaching strategy in Section III is explained in terms of
the specific theoretical constructs it uses as stated in Section I. Section II helps teachers organise
their classrooms so that it is feasible to effectively implement all of the recommended strategies. At
the same time, the very structure of the classroom described in Section II provides support for the
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development of foundational skills (e.g., self-regulation) and more specific literacy-related skills. All
of the strategies described in Section III have been used with preschool children and are “teacher
friendly”. Appendix A includes the early literacy standards and benchmarks, along with additional
information and guidance to help teachers implement these standards and benchmarks in the
classroom in a developmentally appropriate manner.
Based on experiences working with teachers, we see different ways in which this manual might be
used. Some teachers may prefer to familiarise themselves with the theoretical foundations before they
try to implement any of the instructional strategies. Others may become interested in theoretical
concepts only after they have tried some of the strategies. In any case, teachers should not limit their
reading to the practical application section only, as knowledge of the thinking behind the strategies
will enable them to modify these strategies to better fit the needs of their students and eventually
develop their own effective strategies.

Using the Early Literacy Standards and Benchmarks to Teach
Preschool Children
To assist teachers in assessing the progress of young children, this manual includes a set of early
literacy standards and benchmarks (see Appendix A), which were developed from an extensive
review of the research on early childhood literacy and a review of the standards and benchmarks set
by states and by national experts.
Two standards are identified in Appendix A — one for reading and one for writing. A standard is
defined as a general statement that represents the knowledge and/or skill that students should
understand or be able to do. For each standard, several benchmarks are identified. A benchmark
translates the standard into what the student should understand and be able to do at different times
throughout the preschool and prep years.
In addition, for each benchmark, more specific information has been identified to help teachers
with assessment and instructional decisions. If students are expected to master the knowledge
addressed by a particular benchmark, they must be taught underlying conceptual understandings
and skills, supporting knowledge, that lead to that mastery. In gathering evidence of students’
performance on a particular benchmark, teachers need to observe how students are performing on
this supporting knowledge. This evidence could direct teachers to areas where students might need
additional support in learning the benchmark. Articulating benchmarks without identifying
information related to the implementation and observation of these benchmarks forces teachers to
search out this information for themselves. To help preschool teachers implement the standards and
benchmarks in Appendix A, examples of the supporting knowledge that children need to learn for
each benchmark have been included.

iv

Appendix A also includes descriptions of the developmental milestones or accomplishments that
may emerge at progressive levels of performance or proficiency along with example observable
behaviours that describe the accomplishment. These are organised into a developmental continuum, a
predictable but not rigid sequence of accomplishments. The developmental continuum is
“predictable” in that it places accomplishments in the order in which they emerge in most children,
based on current research. The continuum is “not rigid” in that the accomplishments and observable
behaviours do not constitute a set of stages with a number of required indicators that a child must
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exhibit before moving to the next level. The continuum is not intended for use as an assessment
checklist. The example behaviours listed beside each accomplishment are examples of what a child
might do and are not an exhaustive inventory. They are meant as a general guide to help teachers
identify those skills that are most likely to occur next and to provide real examples that teachers can
use to guide assessment and instruction. A child may skip a level, develop skills or behave in ways that
are identified in two different levels at the same time.
Since assessment data should inform classroom instruction, the instructional strategies in Section III
correlate directly to the standards and benchmarks, developmental continuum and example behaviours
articulated in Appendix A. Teachers can consider the developmental continuum and sample student
behaviours for that benchmark and tailor instruction to the individual child’s level of knowledge.

v
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Section I
Theoretical Foundations for
Instructional Practices

T

his section presents an overview of seven principles of instruction that are the theoretical
foundations for decision making regarding appropriate preschool instructional practices.

Instruction in the preschool classroom should
1.
2.
3.
4.

meet the child’s learning and development needs,
support the child in constructing knowledge through social interactions,
amplify development rather than accelerate it,
consider development as a continuum of behaviours rather than as a single point
on a scale,
5. scaffold children from assisted performance to independent performance,
6. engage students in activities that lead to developmental accomplishments, and
7. use student assessment data to shape instruction.
All of these principles, which emphasise different aspects of the same view of learning
and development, are interrelated. Each of these principles is discussed separately in the following
sections in order to emphasise different concepts and ideas and to illustrate how these relate to
classroom instruction.

Principle 1: Meet the Child’s Learning and Development Needs
HOW DO WE KNOW WHEN A CHILD IS READY TO LEARN? It is clear that there are moments when a
child’s mind is most ready to accept what we wish to teach, and teachers are advised to wait until
the child shows signs of this readiness. Some children may openly show that they are ready to learn
certain content, other children may show very few signs of readiness, and still others may not show
any outward signs at all. Consequently, a teacher might ask, Should I wait until all signs of
readiness are present before introducing new skills or concepts, or is it possible to start teaching
children who demonstrate only partial readiness?
Another question teachers might ask is, How can I choose the most effective teaching technique?
As any experienced teacher would agree, not all teaching techniques are successful all of the time or
for all children. There seems to be a specific “window of opportunity” when teaching and the
learner’s mind click together, resulting in great leaps in development. Finding this window for each
child is obviously a challenge given the number of children in most preschool classrooms.
In making these instructional decisions, preschool teachers should consider the relationship between
learning and development, realising that learning can lead development (Vygotsky, 1978). Although
there are maturational limits to what a child can learn, teachers should not wait until all the signs of
developmental readiness are in place. Learning can actually hasten and encourage development.
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Carefully focused teaching interventions can affect development in a positive way. Teachers must
provide challenges that are carefully tuned to the level of understanding and current level of
performance of individual children. We know when a child is ready to learn by the way she reacts to
specifically structured interventions. Teachers should pay attention to how different children
respond to teaching and then adjust accordingly.

Principle 2: Support the Child in Constructing Knowledge Through
Social Interactions
WHEN CHILDREN CONSTRUCT KNOWLEDGE, THEY NEVER DO SO IN ISOLATION. It may seem that
they are discovering new things all by themselves, but in reality, this process of discovery is always
mediated by other people, in particular parents, teachers or peers. Sometimes these people are
physically present and involved in direct interactions that affect how the child constructs knowledge.
When children interact with a teacher, for instance, what they learn depends not only on the
content the teacher presents, but also on the way the teacher presents it. For example, if the teacher
purposely makes mistakes and then self-corrects, she is not only demonstrating the correct concept
but also an important metacognitive strategy.
Not all social interactions are direct; some are indirect. Sometimes children’s discoveries are
influenced by how the environment around them is organised. When children are engaged in
classroom activities, their behaviour and discoveries are influenced by the kinds of activities the
teacher has set up, even though the teacher may not be physically present where that activity is
taking place. In a sense, the teacher is still interacting with each child even when he is not
physically present. For example, if a teacher brings a hamster in a cage into the classroom, children
will likely treat the hamster as a “pet” — feeding him, petting him, and so on. On the other hand, if
a teacher sets up an “observation station” with a journal in the science area, children will likely begin
to write down their observations of the hamster’s behaviour, sleeping pattern or food preferences. In
this instance, children are behaving differently as a direct result of the actions of the teacher.
Although the changes in the environment are minimal, the resulting knowledge children construct
will differ because of the indirect social interaction of the teacher.
A misconception regarding direct social interactions among children is that all of their interactions
with their peers will be beneficial. However, if students are interacting with one another but have
little knowledge of the content they are working with, they may end up developing misconceptions
or acquiring inaccurate knowledge.

2

Preschool teachers need to be aware of the different kinds of social interactions children engage in
as they construct new understandings. It is important for teachers to match the students’ activities
with the levels of understanding they are demonstrating and determine how social interactions, both
direct and indirect, influence students’ learning. If children have a fairly substantial understanding of
a concept, they might benefit from working together; the social interactions might help solidify
their knowledge. On the other hand, if children are just beginning to learn a new concept, social
interactions might prompt children to share misconceptions; therefore, teachers should closely
monitor interactions.
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Principle 3: Amplify Development Rather Than Accelerate it
SOME INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES AIM AT ACCELERATING DEVELOPMENT, focusing on final
outcomes without the necessary preparatory work, consequently skipping important developmental
steps. Such practices are inefficient in the short term because they require substantial time and
effort to teach children who are not yet ready to learn. They also lead to long-term problems
because drilling children on isolated skills does not contribute to overall development.
Amplification is an alternative to acceleration. This approach capitalises on opportunities that exist at
each point of development and does not force the next developmental level (Zaporozhets, 1986).
Teaching aimed at amplification expands the repertoire of skills currently available for a child and, at
the same time, prepares the foundation for a new set of skills to emerge (Bodrova & Leong, 1996).
Amplification relies on the preschool child’s unique capacities and interests, which differ from those
of a year one or year two child. For example, teachers who use an amplification approach deemphasise rote memorisation of a story and instead focus on the comprehension skills that can be
practised by sequencing illustrations or by acting out the story. Preschoolers are motivated to learn
literacy-related skills through play and through their interactions with others. Instead of focusing on
using the exact words to retell a story, preschoolers are more willing to practise sequencing the events
in the story when they use pictures or when they take on the roles of the characters in the story.
Paradoxically, sometimes acceleration may actually slow down literacy acquisition in some children.
For example, focusing on perfect letter formation from the very beginning makes children with
immature fine motor skills lose interest in writing even before they recognise the power of this
medium. Fine motor skills could be practised instead in another meaningful context, such as
drawing, before these skills are applied to formal handwriting. In addition, such attempts at
acceleration can have emotional and motivational consequences later, leading to burn out and “the
hurried child” syndrome (Elkind, 1988).

Principle 4: Consider Development as a Continuum of Behaviours
Rather Than as a Single Point on a Scale
IN MANY PRESCHOOL CLASSROOMS, instructional practice is based on determining what the child is
capable of doing independent of the teacher. Good instructional practice should not only consider
this, but also what the child can do with some assistance. Considering development as a continuum
of behaviours rather than as a single point on a scale is a way of conceptualising or describing the
relationship between learning and development. This continuum of behaviours is referred to as the
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)(Vygotsky, 1978). The ZPD is defined by two levels, as shown
in Exhibit 1. The lower level is the child’s independent performance — what the child knows and can
do alone. The higher level, called assisted performance, represents the maximum the child can reach
with help. Behaviours at the level of assisted performance develop only with a great deal of support
and teaching. Within the zone are behaviours that are on the edge of emergence. These emerging
behaviours ripen and develop with varying degrees of help and support.
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Exhibit 1. Zone of Proximal Development

The word zone is used to emphasise the fact that development exists as a continuum of behaviours
or degrees of maturation — not as a single point on a scale. The word proximal is used to refer to
those behaviours closest to emergence at any given time. By definition, there are behaviours, skills
and concepts that lie outside of the zone. These things cannot be taught because the child is
developmentally not ready for them. The behaviours and concepts that are in the zone are those
that the teacher will have the greatest impact on; therefore, teachers should select instructional practices
that are appropriate for that zone.
Let’s consider the example of Josh, who, independently and without hesitation, can correctly
recognise uppercase letters and some lowercase letters and who, with hesitation and insecurity, can
correctly identify other lowercase letters if the teacher gives him a hint. The knowledge that is most
likely to emerge is Josh’s knowledge of lowercase letters. Thus, if the teacher focuses on lowercase
letters, she will maximise the influence of instruction. However, if she focuses on teaching Josh
cursive writing, he may become frustrated or his learning may come at the expense of other
important developments.
The skills and behaviours that are in the zone are dynamic and constantly changing. As Exhibit 2
shows, what the child does with some assistance today is what he or she can do independently
tomorrow. What requires maximum support and assistance today will be something the child can do
with minimal help tomorrow. In short, the skills and behaviours that make up the assisted
performance level will change as the child develops.

4

When we say a child has “learned” something, we are talking about the level of independent
performance. For example, Laura knows how to write her first name and her last name without any
prompting from anyone. Tony knows that white letters on a red road sign say “STOP” and reads
this word every time he sees it. This independent level represents an important aspect of the child’s
performance, but it is not the only level of performance. The independent level of performance is
not sufficient to fully describe development. In order to capture all of the nuances of a child’s
capacity, we also must consider the level of assisted performance.
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Exhibit 2. Changing Zone of Proximal Development

The level of assisted performance includes what the child does when given maximum help from an
adult. For a child who has trouble writing his name, a teacher might say, “I will put a green dot in
the corner of your paper to remind you to start writing your name here” or “I will write your name
using dotted lines for the letters, then you can try to trace them.”
Although it is common to discuss the concept of assisted performance primarily in terms of teacher
assistance, there are other types of assistance that might have equally positive effects on students’
performance. For example, a child’s performance might improve when assisted by another student or
placed in a situation in which he needs to explain something to an imaginary partner. In addition,
sometimes assistance can be provided in the form of artefacts that the child can use as she works
independently. Examples of such artefacts include an alphabet chart or a chart with picture icons
that a preschool teacher uses to remind children of their “jobs” in the classroom, such as feeding the
goldfish or holding the door when children go outside. All of this assistance helps the child perform
at a level that is higher than what he could do independently.
The ZPD is bound at the upper level by maximally assisted performance. At the level of maximum
assistance, the teacher is providing so much support that the child cannot accomplish the task alone.
Once support is withdrawn, the child is likely to fall back to a more immature performance. For
example, when a child is writing, and the teacher spells a word for the child, it helps the child to
finish the immediate task, but without the teacher’s assistance, the child will not be able to spell
the word.
The ZPD contains all of the skills that are at the edge of emergence but will emerge only with
some degree of assistance. Skills lying just above the level of independent performance require less
teacher support and are the first ones to surface. Skills that are closer to the level of assisted
performance will take more support and more time to develop. Teachers should remember that the
ZPD gives only a general idea about the sequence of skill development. For each child, the precise order
in which she will learn different skills will vary as will the level of assistance required for these skills
to emerge.
It is important to note that the ZPD includes only the skills that will develop in the near future and
does not include the ones that will develop at some later time. In terms of teaching, this means that
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regardless of how much assistance is given, the child will not be able to learn certain content if it
lies outside of this child’s ZPD. In this case, the teacher should conclude that the child is not yet
ready to learn this new skill.
At the same time, some skills and concepts are located outside a child’s ZPD for a different reason:
the child has already mastered them and can use them independently. These skills and concepts no
longer need to be supported in the same way that the new and emerging skills and concepts do. Nor
should they be ignored; even skills that have been mastered need to be further refined and solidified.
Thus, teachers should consider all levels of the ZPD as they choose teaching strategies and plan for
instructional support.
If a child can already perform certain skills independently, she may benefit most from practising
these skills individually or with peers (e.g., with a “study buddy”) with no (or minimal) teacher
supervision. In this case, a teacher would not need to spend class time going over these skills. On
the other hand, if a child can perform skills only when given some minor assistance, the teacher
should not withdraw this assistance too quickly and expect the child to carry out the same skills
independently. Although constant teacher presence may not be required, some indirect assistance
(e.g., alphabet charts) can be helpful. Finally, when a skill or concept introduced is completely new
and unfamiliar to a child, the teacher should expect to give the child maximum assistance and
maintain this high level of support for some time.
Knowing about different levels of the ZPD helps teachers determine when teaching is most
effective. Obviously, teaching is least effective when it is aimed at the lowest level of the ZPD —
the level of independent performance. Unless interventions are required to correct some minor
errors or imperfections, spending instructional resources on these skills or concepts will not result in
substantial learning gains. Alternately, teaching skills and concepts that require a great deal of
assistance may be time consuming or even unfeasible given classroom constraints.
Generally, the most effective teaching targets skills and concepts that are slightly ahead of what a
child can do independently at any given time. Many teachers and parents exemplify good teaching
with children when they knowingly or intuitively aim their support at the skills that are just
emerging. For example, as they talk to babies and toddlers, adults use more varied vocabulary and
more complex grammar than the children are capable of producing or even comprehending at the
time. However, adults limit their choice of words and grammatical constructions to those that are
short and simple. Thus, the language stimulation is not geared to children’s level of independent
performance (or “baby talk”); neither is it too complex for children to respond to. Instead, it
supports language skills that are just about to emerge. In fact, there is substantial research evidence
that when the level of language stimulation is chosen correctly, children’s language develops more
quickly, and children are more likely to acquire a larger and more varied vocabulary.

Principle 5: Scaffold Children From Assisted Performance to
Independent Performance
6

FOR CONCEPTS AND SKILLS IN THE ZPD, the teacher will need to set up activities in which he
provides the child with varying levels of support. To choose the right kind of support, the concept
of scaffolding is helpful.
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The concept of scaffolding, introduced by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976), answers the questions,
When is the right time to give assistance? and How should assistance be withdrawn? A useful
analogy is building a structure. The relationship between instructional support and learning a new
skill can be likened to the relationship between erecting scaffolds and constructing a new building.
In both cases, supports are built with the final outcome in mind. When building scaffolding, a
contractor considers the future shape and size of the building; when designing instructional support,
the teacher knows what mastery of a new skill will look like.
Another similarity between construction and teaching is that scaffolding cannot be removed too
quickly or left standing after completing the structure. Teachers provide more support at the
beginning stages of skill/concept formation. If they remove the support too early, children may
develop an incomplete or incorrect understanding. If they leave the support too long, children will
not be encouraged to move on to new learning. It is difficult to think about how to support
learning, a process that only can be inferred from the child’s performance. For this reason, we have
found it helpful to think about providing and removing scaffolding in terms of changing the degree
to which the learner and the teacher (or the person providing the scaffold) share the task.
To illustrate this idea, think about an expert and a novice. The expert is a more knowledgeable
person who may be the teacher or a peer. The novice is the learner or child. In the initial stages of
learning, the task is divided as shown in Exhibit 3.

Exhibit 3. Expert/Learner: Initial Stages of Learning

As we can see, the expert has more than half of the responsibility for the task, but the learner/novice
also must be actively involved in order to learn. Remember that the goal is for the learner to acquire
the strategy, not to just parrot the correct answer to the expert. The expert’s role is to make sure that
the learner is acquiring the new skills.
As the learner becomes more competent, the expert begins to withdraw support. The task itself has
not changed, but the distribution of the “shares” representing the amount of responsibility has
changed. As Exhibit 4 shows, the expert has withdrawn assistance, and now the learner must fill in
the missing pieces.
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