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How to Use This Book 1

How to Use This Book

What Is Emergent Literacy?
Literacy is the ability to read and write. 
Emergent literacy refers to the beginnings 
of this ability in young children as they 
become aware of print and its many uses. 
Although some degree of this awareness is 
a natural occurrence (we have all witnessed 
a two-year-old recognizing the words 
Disney, McDonald’s®, STOP, or food 
brand names), you can greatly enhance the 
development of emergent literacy in all 
early childhood curriculum areas by creating 
a more stimulating learning environment 
and providing a wide range of exciting play 
experiences.

Why Foster Emergent Literacy 
through Play?
Attention to print, recognition of print, and 
involvement with print are crucial steps along 
the path to conventional reading and writing. 
Too often, children are introduced to print 
in a realm outside their own experiences. 
Planned reading readiness experiences often 
consist of stencils, worksheets, fl ashcards, 
letter-match games, and other abstract 
activities. Th ese activities are disconnected 
from the interests and endeavors of a child’s 
world and viewed by many children as “work.”

When children enjoy meaningful play 
experiences in a print-rich environment, they 
naturally attach meaning to the printed word 

and build positive attitudes toward activities 
involving written language. Th rough play, 
children can be given countless opportunities 
to use literacy tools. Any time an activity is 
child-initiated or self-selected, it immediately 
takes on more relevance and importance to 
the child. Perceived as play, these exposures to 
literacy will be tangible and lasting, providing 
a solid foundation for conventional reading 
and writing.

How Will This Book Help You 
Plan and Implement Emergent 
Literacy Activities?
Th e purpose of this book is to present a 
multitude of ways to incorporate the many 
functions of print and literacy into every 
aspect of the early childhood curriculum. 
Th e book is divided into four chapters. You 
may select, adapt, and change any of the 
procedures to meet the needs of your own 
classroom, based on environment, materials, 
curriculum, and developmental levels.

Chapter 1: Environment 
includes suggestions and examples of 
adding print to the classroom with a variety 
of labeling techniques. Th is section also 
provides ideas for classroom organization and 
arrangement, including the use of furnishings 
as space dividers and the construction of 
dividers from readily available materials.
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How to Use This Book2

Chapter 2: Curriculum 
presents a variety of ways to incorporate the 
many functions of print and literacy into 
every aspect of the classroom. Each domain 
of the curriculum is related to emergent 
literacy through activities and projects that 
add print and provide practice using literacy 
props and tools in every part of the child’s 
day. Th e goal is to provide children with 
ordinary items from their environment that 
demonstrate logical reasons and purposes for 
letters and print. Th ey are natural choices in 
the course of play, off ering information and 
enjoyable experiences with literacy without 
the risk of failure. Th is section identifi es an 
eclectic assortment of procedures for creating 
a classroom that invites, fosters, and nurtures 
the early gleanings of literacy.

Chapter 3: Dramatic Play
provides ideas for themes and props to enhance 
the role-playing areas of the classroom. Th is 
type of symbolic or pretend play allows 
children to actively practice literacy behaviors 
in the context of a pretend play setting. Th e 
prop lists for each of the themed centers 
include a combination of scenario props, 
dress-up props, and literacy-related props. 
While scenario and dress-up props contribute 
to the realism of the play setting, literacy 
props provide children with opportunities to 
practice a variety of literate behaviors to 
enhance their play. Suggestions for sources 
and construction of literacy props accompany 
each Dramatic Play center.

Chapter 4: The Role of the Teacher
provides suggestions for becoming a 
facilitator of emergent literacy in the 
classroom. After preparing the environment, 
incorporating print and other literacy props, 
and implementing activities, the teacher’s 
role is that of spectator, advisor, resource, 
and scribe. Th is section addresses each role, 
providing examples and sample dialogue.

Perhaps there is nothing so enjoyable 
as watching young children on the brink 
of discovering the connections between 
the printed word and reading. Th e early 
childhood educator is in the unique and 
fortunate position of being able to aff ect 
beginning attitudes toward reading and 
writing. Children may view literacy processes 
and materials either as “schoolwork” or as 
a purposeful part of life that contributes to 
independence and self-satisfaction. Much of 
this attitude has to do with fi rst experiences. 
First contacts with literacy can be formal and 
separate from the child’s world or exploratory 
and connected to something children do 
best—play.

It is my wish that early childhood 
educators will elect the latter method and, 
with this book as a guide, allow each child 
to choose, from a vast assortment of literacy 
props and experiences, their own paths to the 
same destination: profi ciency in the skills of 
literacy and an ever-growing appreciation of 
the written word.

—Carol Ann Bloom
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How to Use This Book 3

Note: All measurements are in the U.S. Customary system. 
To convert to metric, use the chart below:

inches x 2.54 = centimeters

feet x .3048 = meters

ounces x 29.57 = milliliters

ounces x .03 = liters

1 cup = 8 oz. = 237 ml = .24 l

1 tablespoon = 1/2 oz. = 14.8 ml

1 teaspoon = 1/3 tablespoon = 4.9 ml
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5

Environment
How to Visibly Add Print to the Classroom

One of the fi rst ways children attach meaning to the printed 
word is through the print they see in their environment. 

Before initiating any literacy program, pay close attention to the 
classroom environment—both the physical setup, discussed on 
p. 23, and the print found in the classroom, the subject of the 

following discussions.
Th e literate classroom will make use of print in countless ways. 

Children’s names, labels, lists, maps, directions, experience charts, 
word webs, titles, schedules, and labeled photos and artwork 
will be visible everywhere. Th is section provides suggestions 
for adding print to the classroom environment through various 
labeling techniques.
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Chapter 1: Environment6

Types of Labels

Labeling is much more than a piece of paper 
saying DOOR hanging on a doorknob. Th is 

chapter provides directions for more eff ective 
labeling activities, including ways to incorporate 
children’s names in the environment.

Labeling, as it is discussed here, is divided into 
two main groups:  Types of Labels and the Forms 
of Labels each type can take. Th e fi ve Types of 
Labels are Identifi cation Labels, which identify 
or name objects and materials; Location Labels, 
which locate or help fi nd them; Interest Area 
Labels, which name various areas and centers 
in the classroom; Outdoor Labels, which take 
print to an environment beyond the classroom; 
and Children’s Name Labels, which include the 
classroom population in the environmental print. 
Th e form of labeling used will depend on the 
item(s) to be labeled, the purpose of the label, 
and the space available. Most signifi cantly, the 
variety of forms fi ll the need for diverse and 
interesting uses of print. Th e eight forms of 
labeling discussed are Arrow Labels, Cube Labels, 
Free-standing Labels, Necklace Labels, Paper Bag 
Labels, Stand-up Labels, Tactile Labels, and Tent 
Labels.

Identifi cation Labels
Identifi cation Labels display the name of the 
object, in bold print, heightening children’s 
awareness of the symbolic nature of print. Th is is 
the type of labeling found in most classrooms.

Label fi xtures (doors, windows, sink), 
furnishings (table, chair, easel), toys and 
playthings (blocks, puzzles, beads), supplies 
(paper, paint, markers, tape), and personal items 
(coats, paint smocks, toothbrushes).

Making Identifi cation Labels
Cut labels in various sizes from construction 
paper. Use a black marker to print labels. To make 
labels stand out, add a border of another color, but 
avoid overdecorating. Alternatively, back labels 
with a diff erent color of (similar weight) paper cut 
larger to make the labels more noticeable.

Craft foam is an excellent material for 
label making. Write directly on craft foam with 
markers. Th is makes a colorful, sturdy label, 
perfect for indoor and outdoor use. You can also 
place craft foam labels in sand and water play 
areas.
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