
 
Workshop:  

Building Partnerships to Support  
Language and Early Literacy Skills 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
www.qualitychildcarecanada.ca

 
 

www.qualitychildcarecanada.ca




 
Table of Contents 
 
Focus.................................................................................................................................................. 2 
Learning objectives ........................................................................................................................ 2 
Delivery options .............................................................................................................................. 2 
Overview of the workshop............................................................................................................ 3

Introductions............................................................................................................................... 5 
Importance of good language skills ........................................................................................ 6 
Realistic expectations ............................................................................................................... 7 
 Exercise sheet ................................................................................................................ 15 
Strategies .................................................................................................................................... 9 
More than one language........................................................................................................... 13 
Summary, additional resources, future plans, and evaluation........................................ 14 

Materials........................................................................................................................................... 3 
Handouts........................................................................................................................................... 4 

Early Language and Literacy Milestones ............................................................................. 16 
Strategies for Families and Practitioners.......................................................................... 18 
to Encourage Language and Literacy.................................................................................... 18 
More than One Language ........................................................................................................ 21 
Further Resources....................................................................................................................23 

 

 

Free full-colour posters  
to everyone who hosts a workshop 
and submits evaluation forms 
 
Return forms by fax or mail to:  
Canadian Child Care Federation 
201-383 Parkdale Ave.  
Ottawa, ON  K1Y 4R4 
Fax: 613.729.3159 

 
© Canadian Child Care Federation, 2008. CCCF gratefully acknowledges funding for these resources from the Government of 
Canada’s Social Development Partnerships Program. The opinions and interpretations in the resources are those of the 
author and do not necessarily reflect those of the Government of Canada.  

 
 
 

Workshop: Building Partnerships to Support Language and Early Literacy Skills 
  1 



Building Partnerships to Support  
Language and Early Literacy Skills 
 
 
Focus 
 

Ways that families and child care practitioners can work together to enhance 
children’s language development and early literacy skills.  
 
 
Learning objectives 
 

• Understand why good language skills are important. 
• Build realistic shared expectations, based on developmental milestones. 
• Explore strategies to support language and early literacy skills in everyday 

activities. 
• Develop shared goals for children who are exposed to more than one 

language. 
• Find ways to connect home and child care settings. 

 
 
Delivery options 
 

The following workshop outline suggests one way to achieve the learning objectives 
listed above. It is designed to be delivered to a mixed group of practitioners and 
parents (or other family members) in about 90 minutes. Feel free to adapt it to 
the group and to the time period you have available. For instance, in a shorter 
session you might choose to only present some of the strategies in Section 4. If 
participants are not dealing with multilingual environments, you would leave out that 
section. Whatever combination you choose, always begin with the game of 
charades, which establishes the importance of language skills and also serves as an 
icebreaker, and finish with the summary and evaluation, which includes further 
references and future plans.  
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Overview of the workshop 
 

1. Introductions (5 minutes)   
Introduction of trainer, subject, goal, objectives and participants  
 
2. Importance of good language skills (10 minutes)
Game of charades, introducing two main messages and leading to a discussion of 
the role of language in children’s social development and academic success 
 
3. Realistic expectations (15 minutes)
A sorting game in small groups to familiarize participants with developmental 
milestones; discussion of school readiness and the importance of shared goals and 
expectations  
 
4. Strategies (40 minutes)
A series of structured activities in small and large groups to demonstrate and 
practise a variety of strategies for encouraging the development of language and 
early literacy skills  
 
5. Growing up in a multilingual environment (10 minutes)
Large group discussion of the importance of a good partnership when different 
languages are spoken in the home and in the child care setting 
  
6. Summary, additional resources, future plans, and evaluation (10 minutes)
 
 
Materials 
 

• copies of all handouts for each participant 
• workshop feedback forms  
• flip charts, transparencies or PowerPoint presentation of focus and learning 

objectives 
• messages for charades written out on piece of paper (Section 2) 
• several copies of the exercise sheet, cut into pieces for a sorting activity 

about milestones (Section 3) 
• materials for demonstration of strategies (depending on activities you 

choose): small blocks and a bowl; words to song; children’s book; toilet paper 
rolls, popsicle sticks, glue and marker pens (Section 4) 
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• a reference copy of the Research Summary from the kit Language and 

Literacy: From Birth...For Life.  Published in 2007 by the Canadian Child Care 
Federation and Canadian Language and Literacy Research Network, available 
online at www.qualitychildcarecanada.ca. (optional, but useful because it 
provides the research references for this workshop.) 
 

• copies of any additional handouts you wish to use from the online resources 
listed in Handout 4.    

 
 
Handouts 
 

• Early Language and Literacy Milestones 
• Strategies for Families and Practitioners to Encourage Language and 

Literacy  
• More than One Language 
• Further Resources 
• Article:  
• Resource Sheet #88 

 
 

http://www.qualitychildcarecanada.ca/
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Anecdote: 

When my son first started at this day care, I had a long conversation with the 
woman who was going to be looking after his group. We talked about lots of 
things, but I really liked the fact that she asked about my son’s favourite toys 
at home, his favourite books, what he especially liked to do at the park, and so 
on. She seemed really interested in being able to pick up on his interests and 
carry them through to the time he spent with her.  

 
We’ve built up a good rapport now. When I notice that my son has taken an 
interest in something new, I make a point of telling her. Like last week, he saw 
a fire engine go by on our street and he’s wanted to talk about fire engines 
ever since. I told her about that, and she got out a book about fire engines to 
read with him at child care. He’s learned the colour red, just in the last few 
days!  

 
And she does the same for me. Yesterday, the group went to the park and when 
I came to pick him up, she told me he’d been really interested in the bird he 
saw there. We talked about birds and made bird sounds all the way home. I feel 
by working together on this, we’re really helping him learn more words and 
strengthen his language skills.  

 
 

b)   Awareness of sounds and syllables (5 minutes) 
 

One of the language skills that makes it easier for children to learn to read is 
the ability to separate out sounds and syllables. Songs, rhymes and word games 
are easy and fun ways for children to gain this awareness. (Technically, this is 
referred to as “phonological awareness.”) Sing a children’s song with 
participants to demonstrate how songs break words into their component 
sounds and syllables. You can pick any song you like, but “Brother John” (“Frère 
Jacques” in French) is a song that many people already know. In fact, it exists 
in many languages, so if you have participants who speak other languages, ask 
them if they know the song and invite them to sing it in their language too. If 
possible, get the whole group to sing it in that other language, so participants 
can experience how repetition in a song makes words easier to learn and 
remember.  
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Now speak the words of the song all together and ask participants to clap their 
hands with each syllable. Point out that in this way, children absorb the idea of 
syllables in an easy and natural way. Because repetition is so essential to 
learning, songs will be more effective if they are sung both at home and in child 
care. Some child care centres give parents the words to the songs they use 
with the children. Distribute copies of the words to the song that you have 
chosen to sing. Parents can also teach practitioners favourite songs and rhymes 
from home and write out the words for them. 

 
 

c)   Learning the alphabet (5 minutes) 
 

Familiarity with the alphabet will also make it easier for children to read, once 
they get to school. Children don’t learn the alphabet and the relationship 
between letters and sounds on their own; they need adults to teach them. This 
is best accomplished in a relaxed, informal way, for instance by noticing letters 
in the environment: “I am writing your name on this bag to take home. Your 
name starts with an “s.” 

 
Adults can also play letter games with children, such as the following one that 
you can demonstrate. Take a mixing bowl and tell participants that you are 
going to make “M” soup. Write a big “M” on the flip chart and make an “m” 
sound. Make sure they can see your mouth while you make the sound and get 
them to imitate you. To start the soup, name something that starts with “m,” 
for instance “marshmallows,” and write the word on a slip of paper that you 
then put into the bowl.  Ask participants to name some other things starting 
with “m”; write each one on a piece of paper and add it to the soup. Encourage 
silly ingredients that make people laugh. In this game, children not only learn to 
connect the sound with the letter; they also learn that there is a connection 
between the spoken word and the letters on the page. Parents and 
practitioners can reinforce the effect of this activity by playing with the same 
letter on the same day or during the same week. Remember to emphasize that 
this activity should be done playfully with children, not in a forced “teacherly” 
way. Suggest that if children choose a word that begins with another letter, 
adults can simply tell them that it will be a good ingredient for the next soup 
they make; then they can return to the initial sound they have chosen, without 
making the child feel they have made a mistake. 
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d)   Print-rich environment (5 minutes) 

 

Adults can take advantage of many informal situations, both at home and in 
child care, to draw children’s attention to the use of letters to make words in 
the print-rich environment. Ask participants to look around the room in which 
you are giving the workshop to see what words they could point out to children, 
for instance the “EXIT” sign. Ask them to think of other signs that they see 
every day that they could draw children’s attention to. Practitioners may also 
mention ways that they add print to the child care environment, for instance by 
putting children’s name above the hook they hang their coat on and by labelling 
boxes that the toys go into. They also have books, magazines, calendars, 
posters, etc. where children play everyday. Handout 2 also suggests a number 
of situations in which children could see adults writing words. Many of these 
involve communication between families and practitioners. Ask participants to 
look at these suggestions and add others from their own experience.  

 
e)   Shared reading (15 minutes) 

 

Choose a short picture book that you will read to the participants. Explain that 
you will demonstrate the techniques of shared reading that are described in 
handout 2. Tell participants that you will not be able to do it exactly as it should 
be done with children since shared reading works best one-on-one or with at 
most three to four children. Also, you have chosen the book, instead of letting 
the child choose. Demonstrate several of the techniques, particularly asking 
open-ended questions, since this concept may be unfamiliar. Depending on the 
length of your book and the time available, you may or may not finish the book. 
Tell participants that with very young children, it is not necessary to get to the 
last page, if the child loses interest earlier. Discuss with participants what age 
the book you have chosen would be appropriate for. 

 
Invite the participants to do a craft that expands the story in the book you have read. 
Put out markers and glue. Distribute an empty toilet paper roll and a popsicle stick to 
each participant. They will make a puppet to represent a character from the story. 
This need not be complicated; the puppet doesn’t have to be elaborate. It is enough to 
use the markers to draw a simple face on the roll. Many two year olds are able to do 
this. Glue the popsicle stick to the inside of the roll so it sticks out the bottom and can 
be used to manipulate the puppet. Children could use these puppets to act out the 
story and make up their own stories. These puppets could be made and used both at 
home and in child care.  

 



Section Five 
 
More than one language 
10 minutes 
 
Many children in Canada grow up in multilingual situations. They may hear two or 
more languages spoken in their home, because parents or other family members 
speak different languages. They may hear one language consistently in their home 
and another in the community, in child care and in school. If the children of 
participants in your workshop encounter this situation, take the time to lead a 
discussion on the subject. Pass out Handout 3 which summarizes the main messages 
to emphasize. These themes are important, but let the discussion be guided by the 
particular situation and concerns of the participants in your workshop.  
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Section Six 
 
Summary, additional resources, future plans,  
and evaluation  
10 minutes 
 
Go back to the focus and the learning objectives for this unit. Read them out to 
remind participants of all the points that have been touched on in this workshop. 
Pass out the handout about further resources.  
 
Before leaving, ask participants to tell their partner from the first activity one 
thing they will do in the next week to strengthen their partnerships with parents, 
based on their reflections during this workshop. 
 
Distribute the comment forms for participants to provide feedback. Thank them 
for their participation.  
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Exercise sheet for Section 3 
 

This exercise sheet is for use with the activity in Section 3 in the workshop 
described above. Cut it up so that each behaviour and each age range appears on a 
separate little piece of paper. Be sure to make enough copies to give one set of 
papers to each small group of three or four participants. They will then match the 
behaviours with the age at which they think children generally first achieve this 
milestone. (Extract from the CCCF kit Language and Literacy: From Birth...For Life.)    
 
 
Responds differently to 
different intonations (happy, 
angry). 
 

 
Understands one-step 
directions, such as “put the 
book on the shelf”. 

 
Recognizes phrases from games 
and routines, such as 
“peekaboo”. 
 

 
Knows and can point to main 
body parts when asked. 
 

 
Combines words into two-word 
sentences. 

 
Understands and responds to 
most simple questions. 

 
Follows simple directions easily, 
even when the target objects 
are not in visual range. 
 

 
Takes part in brief 
conversations. 
 

 
Uses sentences of three or 
more words, often with adult-
like grammar. 
 

 
Uses 10 to 250 words. 
 

 
Tells a simple story. 

 
Pays attention when spoken to. 

 

 
3 to 7 months 
 

 
18 to 24 months 

 
24 to 36 months 

 
8 to 12 months 
 

 
18 to 24 months 

 
3 to 4 years 

 
8 to 12 months 
 

 
24 to 36 months 

 
3 to 4 years 

 
18 months 
 

 
24 to 36 months 

 
3 to 4 years 
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Early Language and Literacy Milestones  

 
All children are different, but the milestones below provide a general guide for 
their journey toward language and literacy. (Extract from the CCCF kit Language 
and Literacy: From Birth...For Life.)  
 

Age Milestone 
Newborn  Startled by loud noise. 

 Calmed by the sound of a familiar voice.  
 

1 to 2 months  Smiles when spoken to.  
 Makes cooing sounds.  
 

3 to 7 
months 

 Responds differently to different intonations (happy, angry).  
 Babbles. 
 

8 to 12 
months 

 Turns head toward sound.  
 Pays attention when spoken to.  
 Responds to name.  
 Understands between five and 200 words (approximately).  
 Recognizes phrases from games and routines, such as “peekaboo.”  
 

12 months Uses anywhere from zero to 30 words. 
12 to 18 
months 

Uses familiar words and phrases over and over again. 

18 months  Uses 10 to 250 words. 
 

18 to 24 
months 

 Uses at least 10 words, but may use as many as 550 words. 
 Understands one-step directions, such as “put the book on the shelf.” 
 Combines words into two-word sentences.  
 Speaks intelligibly about two-thirds of the time. 
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 Uses at least two pronouns correctly, such as I, you, she, he, we, and 
they. 
 

24 to 36 
months 

 Uses at least 50 words, but may use more than 700 words. 
 Uses some plural forms of nouns.  
 Uses some past tense forms of verbs. 
 Knows and can point to main body parts when asked. 
 Understands and responds to most simple questions. 
 Takes part in brief conversations. 
 Knows at least three prepositions (in, on, under). 
 

3 to 4 years  Names common objects in picture books or magazines.  
 Uses sentences of three or more words, often with adult-like grammar. 
 Asks who, where and why questions. 
 Uses the past tense often. 
 Tells a simple story.  
 Follows simple directions easily, even when the target objects are not in 
visual range. 
 Repeats words, phrases, syllables and sounds. 
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Strategies for Families and Practitioners  
to Encourage Language and Literacy 

 
There are many ways for families and practitioners to work together to encourage 
children’s development of language and literacy skills. They don’t have to teach 
children these skills; they can just take advantage of opportunities in everyday life to 
enhance children’s learning. Here are just a few suggestions of ways to do this: 
 
Observe, wait and listen 
Watch what children are doing and listen to what they are saying to find out what 
they are interested in. Observe carefully and wait in order to give them time to show 
what they prefer. Then give them the words to talk about their interests. When you 
follow their lead, they will be more motivated to listen and learn.  
 
Connect home and child care by sharing information about children’s interests. 
Families can tell practitioners what children are doing at home, and practitioners can 
let families know details about what the children have enjoyed doing during the day.  
 
Awareness of sounds and syllables  
Once they get to school, children learn to read more easily when they already know 
how to separate out sounds and syllables. Songs, rhymes and word games are easy 
and fun ways for children to gain this awareness while playing with sounds. The rhythm 
of songs makes important words stand out and separates words into syllables. Rhymes 
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make connections between similar sounds. Repetition makes words and sounds easy to 
remember.  
 
Families and practitioners can reinforce learning by singing the same songs, saying the 
same rhymes and playing the same word games, at home and in child care.   
 
Learning the alphabet  
It also helps if children already know the alphabet when they start to learn to read. 
Children don’t learn the alphabet and the relationship between letters and sounds on 
their own; they need adults to help them. You can do this in fun ways, for instance 
singing the alphabet song, looking at alphabet books together and pointing out letters 
on signs in the environment. The first letter of a child’s name is often the first one 
he or she learns.  
 
Families and practitioners can share information about the word games they play, at 
home and in child care, to reinforce the alphabet.  
 
Print-rich environment 
Children also need adult help to make the connection between the letters on the 
page and spoken words. You can point out letters on signs, like “STOP” and “EXIT”, 
as well as on common objects like cereal boxes and milk cartons. You can also add print 
to the environment by labelling belongings with the child’s name and putting labels on 
boxes for different toys. Books, magazines, newspapers and calendars are other ways 
to familiarize children with print and its uses. 
 
Families and practitioners can communicate using notes or a communication book to 
show children how print is useful. For instance, practitioners can write the daily 
activities on a white board in the entrance. Family members can write a note to say 
that their child was sick. It’s even more effective if children see adults writing these 
notes. Then they’ll want to try too.  
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Shared Reading 
Research shows that reading to children every day, starting from a very early age, 
helps them learn to read when they’re older. You can make this reading period even 
more effective by using the strategies of shared reading.  

• Offer books that are appropriate to the child’s age, then let the child choose 
the book they prefer. 

• Place yourself at the child’s level when reading. 

• Let the child hold the book and turn the pages. 

• Follow the child’s lead; young children may want to stop before the end of the 
story. 

• Point to the illustrations and name the things you see. 

• Point to the words on the page while you read.  

• Pause from time to time to give the child time to make a comment. Encourage 
conversation.  

• Read the same book over and over again. Children learn from repetition.  

• When children know the story well, pause to let them fill in the next words. 

• With older preschoolers, ask open-ended questions that require more than one-
word answers. For instance, ask, “What do you think will happen next?” 

• Use these same techniques when you tell stories.  

 
Families and practitioners can all use these techniques of shared reading. You can 
reinforce the effects by reading the same books at home and in child care. This 
allows you to talk about the same subjects and repeat the same vocabulary. If a child 
likes reading a book about a dog, you can look for chances to talk about the dogs you 
see in everyday life. You can also expand a story with craft activities, for instance 
making a puppet or drawing a picture related to the story.  
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More than One Language 
 
Many children in Canada grow up in multilingual situations. They may hear two or more 
languages spoken in their home, because parents or other family members speak 
different languages. They may hear one language consistently in their home and 
another in the community, in child care and in school. 
 
Experts agree on the importance of families speaking their first language with their 
children for a number of reasons, including the following: 
 

• Children will hear a wide variety of words and well-formed sentences. This 
might not happen if family members speak a language they don’t know so well.  

• Children learn the culture of their origins and maintain attachments with older 
generations of the family.  

• Children’s social and emotional well-being and educational results are positively 
influenced when home language skills are maintained. 

• Learning and speaking more than one language as a child has been shown to have 
a positive impact on other cognitive skills.  
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Here are some ways that families and practitioners can work together to support the 
language and early literacy skills of children who are learning more than one language.  
 

• Practitioners can validate the families’ culture and language by incorporating 
materials and activities that reflect their culture in the child care setting. 

• Practitioners can create opportunities for children to listen and speak in their 
first language as well as in English.  

• Families can teach practitioners words, simple phrases and children’s songs in 
their language to be used in the child care setting.  

• Families can lend books, tapes and other materials in their home language to 
use in the child care setting.   

• At home, if families have difficulty finding written materials in their home 
language, they can look at picture books and talk about the pictures with their 
children in their own language.  

• They can also tell stories in their own language as a way to encourage children’s 
enjoyment of stories and to build awareness of narrative structure.    
        

When a child learns to listen, speak, read and write  
in the family’s first language, it is easier to develop  

these same skills in other languages.  
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Further Resources 
 
Books and Kits 
 
Baker, Colin (1995) A Parents’ and Teachers’ Guide to Bilingualism. Multilingual 
Matters Limited.  
 
Canadian Child Care Federation and Canadian Language and Literacy Research Network 
(2007). Language and Literacy: From Birth...For Life. Available from the CCCF and also 
online at www.qualitychildcarecanada.ca.  
 
Manolson, Ward and Dodington (1995). You Make the Difference in Helping Your Child 
Learn. Toronto: Hanen Centre. Also available in Chinese, Dutch, French, Spanish 
translations and First Nations adaptation.  
 
Tabors, Patton (1997). One Child, Two Languages: A Guide for Preschool Educators of 
Children Learning English As a Second Language. Brookes Publishing.   
 
Weitzman, Elaine and Greenberg, Janice (2nd edition, 2002). Learning Language and 
Loving It: A Guide to Promoting Children’s Social, Language, and Literacy Development 
in Early Childhood Settings. Toronto: Hanen Centre.  
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Web Sites 
 
www.caslpa.ca  - The Canadian Association of Speech-Language Pathologists and 
Audiologists Web site has downloadable fact sheets with information for parents and 
caregivers.  
 
www.hanen.org  - The Hanen Centre has many resources related to supporting early 
language development, not only for speech-language pathologists, but also for early 
childhood educators and parents. These include books, DVDs and posters in several 
languages. Their annual Preschool Language and Literacy calendar has many practical 
hints for parents and practitioners to share.  
 
www.parentsmatter.ca  -“Singing Through the Day” and “The Pleasures of Reading 
Aloud” - resource sheets for parents and caregivers from the Canadian Association of 
Family Resource Programs, click on “Resources for Parents”.  
 
www.pqhcs.com/firstwords/download.htm  - The First Words Preschool Speech and 
Language Program of Ottawa publishes a number of downloadable resource sheets for 
parents and practitioners. Three relate to their primary language project, including 
one called “Facts about Learning Two Languages.” The Winter 2008 special edition of 
the program’s newsletter, “Chatterbox,” was devoted to children growing up in a 
multilingual environment. It can be downloaded from the same site.   

http://www.caslpa.ca/
http://www.hanen.org/
http://www.parentsmatter.ca/
http://www.pqhcs.com/firstwords/download.htm
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