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Introduction

Sound Beginnings

Rhythm and sounds are born with syllables. —Jean-Philippe Rameau

Becoming a reader is one of the greatest achievements of young learners. The complex

process of reading begins long before children enter school or have any knowledge of

print. Whether it’s with a click of a lightbulb or with a slow and steady pace, most children

develop the skills needed to become independent readers. It may be independently or

under the guidance of a parent, teacher, or mentor, but young literacy learners eventually

begin to connect the sounds of language with printed words on their journeys to

becoming fluent readers.

Much can occur prior to the moment when children connect what they hear to what they

see. Before children have the ability to understand that print represents particular sounds,

they decipher the individual oral sounds of their language. Infants are born with the

ability to hear all sounds from their mother tongue, filtering from all the possible sounds

they are born to understand. Eventually, those sounds become part of the language they

use to form words and sentences. This enables them to create meaning and communicate

with others. For example, when children develop their understanding of the difference

between “I can run” and “Can I run?,” they first learn about the meanings of the words I,

can, and run. By this time in their

developmental process, they have

learned which sounds make words

and how to use those words to

make meaning.

Children can also discover how

much fun it is to experiment

and play with language. Closely

listening to children playing with

language may provide us with a

better understanding of how they

come to understand the use of

language. Gleeful shouts of “You’re

it!” during a game of tag, happy

conversations about their favorite

cartoon shows, caring comments

to someone who fell off the slide,

and playful rhymes for jumping

rope all indicate that children are

understanding the functions and

the power of language.
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Action Plan: Observing 
Children’s Language Use

Halliday (1975) suggested that in the 

developmental process of meaning 

making, children learn to navigate 

seven specific functions of language in 

their quest to communicate effectively. 

These functions are instrumental (I 

want), regulatory (Stop!), personal (I 

like), interactional (I’ll help), heuristic 

(Why?), imaginative (I can fly!), and 

informative (That dog is big). Observe a 

group of children playing. Listen to their 

conversation. What do you hear? Who 

seems to be utilizing all the functions? 

Think of ways to encourage play with these 

language functions, such as using the 

content or art activities that accompany 

the poems in this book.
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