
How adults can support early language and literacy

Encourage early writing
Children’s early attempts at writing may look like scribbles or marks. 
It is important for adults to encourage, and not correct, these early 
writing efforts.

Let children see you writing and write down children’s words for them. 
Give children materials to enable them to include pretend writing in 
their play. Help children to write their name.

Talk and listen
Through babbling, talking, listening and being listened to, children 
learn words and how to communicate. 

Follow what interests a baby or child and respond using 
comments, questions and careful listening. Think out loud and talk 
about what you are doing.

Help children play
Play is fun and the most natural way of learning for children. Pretend 
play is a particularly good way for children to develop their language. 

Encourage children to play and let them take the lead in their games. 
Give children simple equipment, like a hat or a box, to encourage 
pretend play. As you play alongside children, introduce new language 
and ideas.

Enjoy stories and books
Telling and reading stories creates lots of opportunities to learn, as 
children hear new words, find out about their world and talk about 
what is going on. 

Actively involve children in storytelling by making it a time full of 
conversation. Welcome children’s comments and help them relate 
the story to their own lives and think about what is going on.

Enjoy songs and rhymes
Children love movement and music. Songs and action rhymes are 
fun ways for children to express themselves and to hear and use 
new language.

Sing songs and do action rhymes often – even very young children 
will start to join in by doing the actions for a favourite song.

Point out print
When children notice the print around them they start to understand 
that it is speech written down. Children are keen to have a go at 
writing when they see what it is for.

Point out print on labels and signs and in storybooks, and encourage 
children if they try to ‘read’ the print around them. Help children to 
start noticing letters, particularly the first letter of their name.

Support drawing and mark-making
Children love to draw and paint. Drawing is a way of representing 
what we see around us or what is in our head. This is similar to 
how writing works. 

Help children to notice how things look and encourage them to 
draw what they see. Ask children to tell you what they have drawn 
and give encouragement.

Growing young readers and writers

The branches show the 
different skills and 
understanding that children 
need to become readers and 
writers. These skills start 
developing long before children 
start school.
Vocabulary and comprehension 
means children can understand and 
use words and sentences.
Telling and describing means children 
use language to tell stories, describe 
and explain.
Enjoyment of books means children 
see books and print as both useful 
and fun.
Print awareness means children 
understand that print is spoken words 
written down.
Drawing and writing means children 
use drawing, marks and pretend 
writing to represent things.
Awareness of sounds in words means 
children can hear the different sounds 
that make up words.
Letter knowledge means children can 
recognise and write some letters.

The roots show how children learn. When children have the chance to do 
these things, the learning process is fun for them and relevant to their world. 
This means they are more likely to remember and use what they have learned.

The trunk shows skills 
for learning. 

For children to become good learners, 
they need to have some important 
general skills. These include the 
ability to concentrate, to adapt their 
thinking, to hold different bits of 
information in mind, and to control 
their impulses. 

Caregivers can help children to stay 
focused by ensuring an activity is 
the right level of difficulty or by 
modelling a task. Caregivers help 
children to do important brainwork 
when they encourage them to 
think ahead, reflect, and consider 
different approaches. When children 
receive encouragement, they learn 
to persevere and will become 
enthusiastic learners!
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 • I try to communicate 
in lots of ways, using 
sounds and gestures.

 • I like listening to you 
talk and watching 
your face.

 • I recognise some  
words and phrases.

 • I love repetitive  
games and songs, 
particularly if they  
have actions.

Children develop at different speeds and in different ways. Some children may do the things shown above  
earlier or later. If you are worried about a child in your care, talk to a social worker, health visitor or clinic.

 • I take part in longer 
conversations.

 • I can express what I 
need and co-operate 
with others.

 • I am using language  
to help me think and 
work things out.

 • I am getting better  
at listening and  
paying attention.

 • I love sharing books, 
asking questions and 
pretending to read.

 • I try to say some 
words and even 
short phrases.

 • I get frustrated 
when you 
don’t listen or 
understand me.

 • I learn new words 
really quickly, 
even if I can’t say 
them all.

 • I enjoy repetitive 
songs and action 
rhymes.

 • I am saying lots of 
words and starting 
to use longer 
sentences.

 • I may still find some 
sounds difficult to 
say correctly.

 • I enjoy conversations 
with adults I know 
well.

 • I am asking 
questions to help 
me find things out.

 • I love looking  
at books and 
talking about  
the pictures.

 • I can say and 
understand quite 
complicated sentences.

 • I am using my talk to 
play with other children.

 • I can talk about things 
that I’ve done and plan 
to do.

 • I ask lots of ‘why?’ 
questions.

 • I can listen to longer 
stories and talk about 
what I’ve heard.

I am growing, I am learning, I am talking

1 and 2 
year-olds 2 and 3 

year-olds
3 and 4 

year-olds

4 and 5 
year-olds

birth to 18 
months

       ‘That’s interestin
g

. W
h

a
t d

id you do then?’

   ‘That’s right, it’s a
 b

ird
. It’s f yin

g
 in the sky.’

 •W
hen yo

u talk w
ith children, lo

o
k at them

, 
be o

n their level and use their nam
e.

 •A
lw

ays respo
nd to

 babies’ babble and 
children’s talk.

 •Listen carefully, give children tim
e 

to
 finish talking, and  

take turns to
 speak.

 •Think o
ut lo

ud and talk 
abo

ut w
hat yo

u are do
ing.

 •A
sk children questio

ns that 
have answ

ers o
f m

o
re than 

o
ne o

r tw
o

 w
o

rds.
 •Talk w

ith children abo
ut  

their gam
es and ideas.

 •Intro
duce new

 w
o

rds and 
ideas by building o

n w
hat  

a child has said.
 •Fo

llo
w

 w
hat interests a child and 

co
m

m
ent o

n w
hat they are do

ing.

Talking tips

     ‘Why do you think she did that?’          ‘W
ha

t d
o

 yo
u think happens next?’

              ‘Well done for trying so h
a

rd
 a

n
d

 n
o

t g
ivin

g up!’

How
 children learn

Talking and 
listening

Playing
Enjo

ying sto
ries and 

bo
o

ks
D

o
ing

Explo
ring

Singing and m
o

ving
Everyw

here, all the tim
e…

Lo
ving relatio

nships are the co
rnersto

ne 
o

f all learning. W
hen children feel cared 

fo
r and secure it helps their brains to

 
gro

w
 pro

perly. C
hildren w

ho
 feel go

o
d 

abo
ut them

selves m
ake go

o
d learners – 

they are also
 happier, m

ake friends m
o

re 
easily, and co

pe better w
ith pro

blem
s. So

 
sim

ply by giving children attentio
n and 

enco
uragem

ent, and by being gentle 
and kind, yo

u are playing a central ro
le 

in children’s develo
pm

ent and learning.

W
hy children m

ust 
feel treasured

Ideas for story-tim
e

 •Try to
 have a special sto

ry-tim
e to

gether  
every day, even w

ith babies. 
 •Sto

ries can be traditio
nal tales o

r  
fam

ily sto
ries abo

ut real events.  
C

hildren lo
ve sto

ries abo
ut peo

ple  
and places they kno

w
.

 •M
ake sto

ry-tim
e FU

N
 and full o

f 
co

nversatio
n and questio

ns.
 •Try using different vo

ices and 
actio

ns to
 help bring the sto

ry alive.
 •If yo

u are using a sto
rybo

o
k, m

ake  
sure children can see the pictures.

 •Let children ho
ld sto

rybo
o

ks and 
turn the pages. They m

ay w
ant to

 go
 

at their o
w

n speed!
 •Take tim

e to
 explain w

o
rds o

r ideas 
yo

u think children m
ay no

t understand.
 •Re-cap the sto

ry at the end and ask 
questio

ns like ‘w
hy did…

?’ and ‘w
hat if…

?’
 •It’s fine to

 tell the sam
e sto

ry again and 
again. Repetitio

n is go
o

d fo
r learning.

‘I wonder why your tower fell over…’                     ‘W
hat happened last tim

e yo
u tried that?’

 •Let children experim
ent, try things 

o
ut fo

r them
selves and so

lve 
pro

blem
s.

 •O
ffer lo

ts o
f enco

uragem
ent.

 •U
se questio

ns and co
m

m
ents to

 
help children think and ref

ect.
 •Let children m

ake m
istakes – it’s  

a great w
ay o

f learning!
 •H

elp children m
ake links betw

een 
w

hat they kno
w

 and w
hat they  

are finding o
ut.

 •Try to
 give children tim

e to
 finish 

w
hat they are do

ing.
 •Enco

urage children to
 play and 

w
o

rk w
ith each o

ther.
 •Let children repeat gam

es and 
activities as m

uch as they w
ant to

.

Sim
ple w

ays to 
support learning

    ‘W
hat m

a
d

e yo
u

 feel h
a

p
p

y today?’


