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Creating	a	Literacy-Rich	Classroom
Environment



arly	childhood	classrooms	should	be	organized	for	ease	of
movement	 and	 access	 to	 centers,	 resources,	 and	 supplies
that	children	need	for	learning	activities.	The	room	should
be	 visually	 appealing	 and	 equipped	 with	 a	 variety	 of

books,	pictures,	charts,	signs,	and	labels,	as	well	as	displays	of	children’s
group	and	 individual	work.	The	organization	and	visual	appeal	may	be
the	 features	 that	 initially	 attract	 the	 attention	 of	 children,	 their	 parents,
and	 visitors	 to	 the	 classroom.	 Furnishings,	 instructional	 items,	 and
decorative	features	should	signal	that	this	space	is	a	place	where	children
are	welcome—a	 place	where	 they	 can	 communicate,	 investigate,	 play,
learn,	 and	 grow	 as	 individuals	 and	members	 of	 the	 school	 community.
Despite	the	importance	of	these	physical	features,	they	are	simply	props
that	support	the	instructional	activities	the	teacher	designs	and	in	which
the	children	engage.	It	is	the	teacher	who	creates	and	sustains	a	positive
learning	 environment	 in	 which	 children’s	 literacy	 development	 can
flourish.	 In	 this	 context,	 the	 teacher	 models	 reading	 and	 writing
behaviors	 and	 guides	 children	 as	 their	 literacy	 knowledge	 and	 skill
develops.

“The	way	we	set	up	the	classroom	gives	our	students	a	clear
message	about	the	culture	of	the	classroom,	the	kind	of	work
they	will	do,	and	the	expectations	we	have	for	them.”
Sibberson	and	Szymusiak	(2003,	29).

The	early	childhood	classroom	is	typically	organized	into	smaller	spaces
suitable	 for	 a	 variety	 of	 learning	 activities	 for	 small	 groups	 as	well	 as
individuals.	 Bookshelves,	 tables,	 chairs,	 and	 other	 pieces	 of	 movable
furniture	can	be	used	as	dividers	to	define	centers,	play	areas,	and	space
for	whole-group	 activities.	Furnishings	within	 the	defined	 spaces	 serve
to	 identify	 the	 kinds	 of	 activities	 suitable	 for	 each	 space.	 Labels	 for
centers,	 bulletin	 boards,	 chart	 stands,	 blocks,	 toys,	 props	 for	 play,	 and
items	for	writing	and	drawing	are	examples	of	furnishings	and	supplies



that	 teachers	 make	 available	 throughout	 the	 classroom.	 The	 lists	 on
pages	24–26	provide	the	guidelines	for	designing	literacy	spaces.	Figure
1.1	 on	 page	 26	 shows	 an	 example	 of	 a	 classroom	 space	 divided	 into
centers.	 A	 reproducible	 checklist	 to	 help	 you	 plan	 and	 design	 your
classroom	literacy	spaces	is	provided	on	pages	118–121.

The	library	corner	and	writing	areas	are	the	center	of	literacy	activities	in
an	early	childhood	classroom	and	should	be	the	focal	point	in	the	room.
These	 areas	 should	be	 located	 close	 to	 each	other	 so	 that	 children	will
have	 opportunities	 to	 link	 their	 reading	 and	 writing	 experiences.	 The
areas	 need	 to	 be	 obvious	 and	 inviting	 but	 also	 should	 have	 clearly
defined	 spaces	 that	 afford	 privacy	 for	 individual	 or	 small-group	work.
Such	areas	should	accommodate	 four	 to	 five	children	comfortably.	The
resources	should	include	materials	at	various	levels	of	difficulty	to	meet
the	 different	 developmental	 levels	 and	 interests	 of	 the	 children.	 The
library	 corner	 and	 writing	 center	 include	 resources	 for	 developing
reading,	writing,	oral	language,	and	word-study	skills.	Ease	of	access	to
materials	for	reading	and	writing	increases	opportunities	for	children	to
participate	in	literacy	activities	throughout	the	school	day.

“Teachers	who	want	children	to	behave	like	readers	and
writers	must	create	a	classroom	environment	that	coaxes
young	children	into	being	readers	and	writers.	What	might
such	an	environment	look	like?	It	should	contain	two	key
centers—a	library	center	with	lots	of	books	and	an
environment	that	encourages	reading,	and	a	writing	center
that	contains	materials	and	resources	for	writing.	In	addition
to	these	core	literacy	centers,	teachers	should	put	materials
to	support	children’s	reading	and	writing	explorations	in
every	area	in	the	classroom.”

Vukelich	and	Christie	(2004,	24).



Designing	Classroom	Literacy	Spaces
It	 is	 important	 for	 teachers	 to	design	 their	 classrooms	 intentionally.	As
you	set	up	your	classroom,	consider	the	following	general	guidelines:

Establish	a	meeting	space	large	enough	for	the	class.

Equip	the	meeting	space	daily	instructional	materials,	such	as	an
easel,	an	overhead	projector,	a	magnetic	board,	and	a	pocket	chart
with	letter	and	word	cards.

Define	and	label	spaces	for	learning	centers.

Design	the	space	for	ease	of	movement	and	access	to	centers.

Use	print	labels	for	selected	items	in	the	centers,	such	as	table,	chair,
pencils,	and	paper.

Use	the	walls	throughout	the	classroom	to	display	children’s	work,
artwork,	and	writing.

Place	your	desk	where	it	is	easy	for	children	to	access	and	from
which	you	can	survey	the	entire	room.

The	Writing	Center	 is	an	 important	place	for	young	children	 to	 learn.
Consider	the	following	as	you	set	up	your	center:

Set	up	tables	and	chairs	for	children.

Include	a	chart	stand	and	paper	for	group	writing.

Display	bulletin	boards	with	writing	samples.

Stock	the	center	with	writing	materials	and	utensils,	such	as	white,
colored,	lined,	and	unlined	paper;	notecards;	invitations;	journals;
pencils;	markers;	crayons;	felt-tip	pens;	stencils;	and	a	computer.

Display	an	assortment	of	writing	aids,	such	as	letter	and	word	cards,
magnetic	letters	and	boards,	wooden	letters,	picture	dictionaries,
and	sentence	strips.

Include	mailboxes	and	writing	folders	for	each	child.

Environmental	 Print	 is	 a	 key	 component	 of	 children’s	 growing
awareness	 that	print	 conveys	meaning.	Consider	 the	 following	ways	 to
integrate	this	type	of	print	into	your	classroom:

Display	collections	of	logos	(e.g.,	food,	clothing,	games)	and	labels
related	to	classroom	spaces	and	activities	(e.g.,	word	wall,	pencils,
library,	calendar,	quiet	please).



Provide	packaging	for	everyday	items	(e.g.,	cereal	boxes,	soup	cans,
and	advertisements	for	toys	and	games)	for	children	to	use	in
various	centers.

Post	a	classroom,	school,	or	neighborhood	map	with	labels	(street
signs,	traffic	lights,	crosswalks).

Figure	1.1	Classroom	Space	Divided	into	Centers

The	Classroom	Library
The	 library	 is	 a	 necessity	 in	 the	 early	 childhood	 classroom;	 however,



books	 are	 not	 always	 available	 in	 the	 quantity,	 quality,	 or	 variety	 that
young	 children	 need	 to	 support	 their	 learning.	 Consequently,	 teachers
must	be	very	resourceful	in	the	methods	they	use	to	build	their	classroom
libraries.	Books	can	often	be	obtained	inexpensively	at	local	yard	sales,
flea	markets,	and	public	library	book	sales.	Many	public	libraries	have	a
service	 that	 allows	 teachers	 to	 borrow	 up	 to	 20	 books	 a	month.	Other
sources	 for	 book	 purchases	 include	 donations	 from	 parents	 or	 local
businesses	and	school	fundraisers.	In	some	schools,	teachers	recommend
that	 parents	 donate	 books	 instead	 of	 food	 treats	 to	 celebrate	 children’s
birthdays	or	other	special	occasions.	Similarly,	teachers	can	suggest	that
parents	consider	donating	a	book	to	the	classroom	rather	than	giving	the
teachers	 a	 personal	 gift.	 Children’s	 paperback	 book	 clubs	 offer
inexpensive	books	and	free	bonus	books	for	bulk	purchases.	Children’s
magazines	and	newspapers	also	belong	in	the	classroom	library.	For	the
cost	 of	 shipping	 and	 handling,	 some	 magazine	 publishers	 will	 donate
outdated	periodicals	to	schools.	Class	books	that	children	have	made	are
treasured	additions	to	the	library	or	writing	center.

Note:	A	 reproducible	 checklist	 for	 setting	up	your	 classroom	 library	 is
provided	on	page	119.

Organizing	 the	Library.	 The	 library	 corner	 should	 be	 organized	 in	 a
way	 that	 makes	 sense	 to	 children.	 Freestanding	 cases,	 open-faced
shelving,	 wall-mounted	 shelving,	 and	 baskets	 and	 bins	 can	 be	 used	 to
organize	and	store	books.	Open-faced	shelves	are	practical	for	displaying
book	 covers	 and	 can	 feature	 books	 about	 themes	being	 studied.	Books
stored	 in	 bins	 or	 baskets	 can	 be	 labeled	 by	 topic,	 such	 as	 Alphabet
Books,	or	by	level	of	difficulty,	such	as	Books	We	Know	How	to	Read.
Similarly,	books	stored	on	racks	or	cases	can	be	organized	and	labeled	in
ways	 that	 enable	 children	 to	 recognize	 letters	 and	 words,	 to	 see	 the
relationships	 between	words	 and	 illustrations,	 and	 to	 identify	 topics	 of
interest	 to	 them.	 To	 ensure	 children’s	 continued	 interest,	 you	 should
introduce	 approximately	 25	 new	 books	 every	 two	 weeks.	 These
collections	can	be	recycled	over	time	so	that	“old”	books	can	be	greeted
as	 “new	 friends”	 a	 few	months	 later.	The	 contents	 of	 these	 collections
can	be	random,	catering	to	a	range	of	topics	of	immediate	interest	to	the
children,	or	topically	related	to	holiday	or	seasonal	themes	or	nonfiction
projects.	 Generally,	 these	 displays	 should	 include	 a	 small	 number	 of
books	so	children	are	not	overwhelmed	with	choices.

Furnishing	the	Library.	Although	books	form	the	core	of	the	classroom
library,	other	items	are	needed	to	create	a	welcoming	environment	where
children	will	want	to	spend	time.	Some	writers	favor	the	more	intimate



term	book	nook	over	classroom	library	 (Bennett-Armistead	et	al.	2005,
121–139).	Area	 rugs,	 large	 cushions	or	beanbags,	 and	 child-size	 chairs
and	 tables	are	among	 the	 furnishings	 in	 the	book	nook.	Plush	 toys	and
puppets	 that	 relate	 to	 books	 available	 in	 the	 library	 corner	 add	 to	 the
atmosphere.	 A	 rocking	 chair	 or	 other	 comfortable	 adult-size	 chair	 to
represent	 the	 Literacy	 Chair	 of	 Honor,	 provides	 the	 place	 where	 the
teacher	and	other	guests	read	to	children.	In	this	area,	children	listen	to
read-alouds,	read	for	pleasure,	read	to	each	other,	or	present	stories	they
have	written	to	the	class.	A	cozy	private	spot	for	reading	can	be	created
using	a	large	box	from	a	home	appliance.	The	addition	of	decorations	to
the	box	along	with	some	soft	pillows	will	entice	children	to	crawl	inside
and	read.

Manipulatives	 such	 as	 a	 flannel-board	 and	 felt-story	 characters	 or	 a
puppet	theater	and	puppets	provide	for	children’s	active	involvement	in
storybook	 reading	 and	 storytelling.	 Audio	 books	 and	 electronic
storybooks	can	benefit	students,	notably	English	language	learners	who
can	experience	models	of	standard	English,	and	struggling	learners	who
can	experience	models	of	fluent	reading.

Using	the	Library	Resources.	Books	from	the	library	corner	should	be
available	for	children	to	check	out	and	take	home	for	a	week	at	a	time.
The	 check-out	 system	 should	 be	 simple.	 You	 can	 specify	 a	 time	 for
checking	out	 books,	making	 sure	 to	 record	 the	 date,	 child’s	 name,	 and
book	title.	However,	many	teachers	prefer	to	teach	children	how	to	check
out	 books	 themselves.	 This	 task	 allows	 young	 children	 additional
opportunities	 to	develop	knowledge	of	 the	 alphabet	 and	other	 concepts
of	print.	One	system	 that	works	well	 is	a	binder	containing	pages	with
copies	 of	 book	 covers.	The	 page	 accompanying	 the	 book’s	 cover	 page
contains	space	for	a	list	of	children’s	names	in	the	class	and	two	columns
labeled	in	and	out.	It’s	a	good	idea	to	include	the	book	title	on	the	record
page	 just	 in	case	 that	page	gets	separated	 from	the	page	containing	 the
book	cover.	With	this	system,	it	is	relatively	easy	to	keep	track	of	which
children	 have	which	 books.	When	 children	 check	 books	 out,	 they	 find
their	names	on	the	list	and	place	a	checkmark	in	the	out	column	beside
their	names.	When	they	return	the	book,	they	again	refer	to	the	list,	find
their	 names,	 and	 place	 a	 checkmark	 in	 the	 in	 column.	 As	 children
become	 more	 experienced	 responding	 to	 books,	 an	 additional	 column
could	 be	 added	 to	 provide	 space	 where	 children	 could	 indicate	 their
reactions	 to	 the	book.	This	column	could	contain	 symbols	 representing
personal	 reactions,	 such	 as	 a	 heart	 indicating	 that	 they	 loved	 the	 book
and	are	 likely	 to	read	 it	again	or	a	smiley	face	 indicating	 that	 the	book
made	them	feel	happy.	As	children	become	more	skilled	in	writing,	 the



record	 keeping	 can	 become	 more	 sophisticated.	 Using	 index	 cards,
children	can	write	or	 copy	 the	book	 title	or	 a	portion	of	 it	 and	 file	 the
card	 in	 boxes	 labeled	with	 their	 names.	 Children	will	 soon	 realize	 the
value	of	choosing	books	for	personal	reading.

Additionally,	you	can	show	children	how	to	use	books	from	the	library
when	they	are	engaged	in	center	activities.	For	example,	when	they	are
using	blocks	in	the	play	area,	they	could	use	an	informational	book	about
building	a	house.

Choosing	Books	for	the	Library
Books	and	other	materials	selected	for	the	library	corner	should	appeal	to
a	variety	of	interests	and	represent	different	levels	of	difficulty.	Several
types	of	children’s	literature	should	be	included,	notably	quality	fiction,
informational	 books,	 classic	 tales,	 and	 literary	 and	 informational
magazines.	 Traditionally,	many	 teachers	 and	 other	 adults	 assumed	 that
narrative	 texts	 were	 the	 only	 form	 of	 literature	 appropriate	 for	 young
children.	Recent	research	has	shown	that	young	children	are	interested	in
and	 capable	 of	 interacting	 with	 a	 variety	 of	 genres,	 including
informational	 text	 (Duke	 and	 Bennett-Armistead	 2003;	 Kletzien	 and
Dreher	 2004;	Neuman	 et	 al.	 2007).	 Today,	 early-literacy	 programs	 are
designed	to	provide	children	opportunities	to	engage	with	many	genres,
ranging	from	wordless	books	to	concept	and	procedural	books.

Several	factors	other	than	topics,	genres,	and	difficulty	levels	should	be
taken	 into	 account	 when	 choosing	 books	 for	 the	 library.	 The	 books
should	 be	 well	 designed	 with	 attractive	 graphic	 features,	 illustrations,
and	photographs	that	appeal	to	children.	Books	for	reading	aloud	should
contain	 rich	 language	 and	 equally	 superior	 graphics	 and	 design.
Durability	 is	 another	 factor	 to	consider	 in	purchasing	books	 for	use	by
young	children.	Board	books,	fabric	books,	and	vinyl	books	are	popular
with	 very	 young	 children.	 Books	with	 hard	 cover	 bindings	 and	 strong
spines	 can	 withstand	 young	 children’s	 handling,	 which	 is	 not	 always
particularly	gentle.	Books	on	popular	topics,	such	as	dinosaurs,	stars,	and
animal	babies	will	get	lots	of	use,	so	durable	construction	is	a	must.	Big
books	are	widely	available	and	popular	with	both	teachers	and	children.
In	addition	 to	 listening	 to	or	sharing	reading	of	big	books,	children	are
exposed	to	many	important	literacy	concepts	as	they	interact	with	these
types	of	books.	Developing	knowledge	of	book	parts,	understanding	the
relationships	 between	 pictures	 and	 text,	 and	 recognizing	 individual
words	 and	 sentence	 patterns	 can	 be	 developed	 in	 activities	 based	 on
reading	 big	 books.	A	well-equipped	 classroom	 library	 contains	 a	wide



variety	 of	 resources,	 both	 print	 and	 nonprint.	 Lists	 of	 children’s	 books
for	 recognizing	 the	 alphabet,	 books	 related	 to	 familiar	 themes	 used	 in
early	childhood	classrooms,	and	online	resources	are	provided	on	pages
151–170.

Availability	of	Children’s	Books
Occasionally,	some	children’s	books	go	out	of	print.	You	can	check	on
the	availability	of	children’s	books	in	print	at	this	website:
http://www.childrensbooksinprint.com/bip/

Genres	in	the	Classroom	Library
Genre	refers	to	the	type	or	form	of	writing	in	a	book.	A	wide	variety	of
genres	 should	 be	 available	 in	 the	 library	 to	 accommodate	 children’s
interests	and	levels	of	literacy	development.

Alphabet	Books
Alphabet	books	unlock	the	symbols	of	 the	language	for	young	children
(Warner	and	Weiss	2005).	These	books	come	in	a	variety	of	forms:	ABC
books	in	which	each	letter	of	the	alphabet	is	highlighted;	books	that	tell	a
story	with	 letters	 of	 the	 alphabet	 for	 characters;	 fiction	 and	 nonfiction
texts	 that	 explore	 themes	 related	 to	 specific	 subject	 areas;	 riddle	 and
puzzle	 texts;	 and	 specialized	 text	with	 unique	 vocabulary	 (Evers	 et	 al.
2009).	Alphabet	books	help	 to	 introduce	young	readers	 to	 letter	 shapes
and	letter	names.

Children	 derive	 most	 benefit	 from	 alphabet	 books	 when	 the	 teacher
explicitly	 emphasizes	 the	 letters	when	 reading	 aloud.	However,	 not	 all
alphabet	 books	 lend	 themselves	 to	 effective	 instruction	 for	 building
children’s	 alphabet	 knowledge.	 Bradley	 and	 Jones	 (2007)	 investigated
teachers’	 talk	 in	 relation	 to	 three	 genres	 of	 alphabet	 books.	 The	 books
used	 in	 the	 study	 were	 Chicka	 Chicka	 Boom	 Boom	 (Martin	 and
Archambault	1969),	a	 letter-name	book	written	 like	a	story;	Dr.	Seuss’s
ABC	 (Seuss	 1963),	 an	 alphabet	 book;	 and	 Toot	 and	 Puddle:	 Puddle’s
ABC	(Hobbie	2000),	a	combination	book	featuring	the	alphabet	in	story
context.	 The	 researchers	 noted	 that	 kindergarten	 teachers	 in	 the	 study

http://www.childrensbooksinprint.com/bip/


“placed	 relatively	 less	 attention	 on	 the	 alphabet	 when	 reading	Chicka
Chicka	 Boom	Boom	 as	 compared	 to	 readings	 of	Dr.	 Seuss’s	 ABC,	 and
Toot	 and	 Puddle:	 Puddle’s	 ABC”	 (Bradley	 and	 Jones	 2007,	 456).	 In
using	the	first	book	with	children,	the	teachers	emphasized	involvement
with	 the	 story,	 encouraging	 the	 children	 to	 recite	 or	 to	 read	 repetitive
phrases	 that	are	part	of	 the	 text	and	 to	show	their	understanding	of	 the
story.	In	contrast,	when	the	teachers	read	Dr.	Seuss’s	ABC	and	Toot	and
Puddle:	 Puddle’s	 ABC,	 they	 emphasized	 various	 aspects	 of	 alphabet
knowledge,	including	letter	names,	formation,	and	sounds.	The	different
presentations	of	the	alphabet	in	these	three	books	influenced	the	way	in
which	 the	 teachers	 guided	 children’s	 interaction	with	 the	 text,	 notably
their	talk	about	letters.	Based	on	these	findings,	the	researchers	observed
that	teachers	should	carefully	consider	the	alphabet	books	they	choose	to
read	 aloud	 and	 whether	 these	 texts	 lend	 themselves	 to	 teaching	 the
alphabet.	 To	 assist	 teachers	 in	 making	 good	 decisions	 when	 choosing
alphabet	 books,	 Bradley	 and	 Jones	 (2007,	 457)	 provided	 these
guidelines:

Texts	using	alliteration	and	appropriate	illustrations	encourage	talk
about	letters	and	sounds.

Letter-picture	correspondence	should	be	accurate.	The	beginning
sound	of	the	picture	should	clearly	represent	the	letter	on	the	page.

A	collection	of	illustrations	beginning	with	the	same	letter	but
representing	multiple	sounds	of	that	letter	is	useful	in	teaching
children	to	think	flexibly	about	the	alphabet.

Some	letter-picture	correspondences	can	be	confusing	for	children;
for	example,	“E	as	in	Earl”	suggests	that	the	letter	E	sounds	like
/er/;	or	silent	letters	such	as	“K	as	in	knight.”

Children	may	substitute	a	familiar	word	for	a	picture	or	word	on	the
page;	for	example,	a	preschooler	might	read	“J	is	for	jacket”	as	“J	is
for	coat.”

Alphabet	 books	 vary	 in	 sophistication	 with	 some	 having	 very	 simple
presentations	and	others	featuring	elaborate	designs,	unusual	words,	and
complex	illustrations.	When	determining	whether	a	book	is	designed	for
teaching	the	alphabet,	consider	the	following	features:

Clarity	of	Presentation

Objects	are	readily	identifiable.

Key	words	represent	familiar	objects	or	concepts.



Unusual	objects	are	presented	in	context	that	clarifies	meaning	and
relationship	to	target	letters.

Key	words	feature	the	target	letter	as	commonly	pronounced	at	the
beginning	of	the	word.

Illustrations	clearly	represent	the	key	words	and	are	consistent	with
the	theme	of	the	book.

Design	Presentation

Typeface	is	clean.

Typeface	is	varied	to	highlight	letters	or	features	of	the	letter	shapes.

Letters	are	shown	in	uppercase.

Letters	are	shown	in	lowercase.

Letters	are	shown	in	both	upper	and	lowercase.

Ornamental	typeface	is	clear	enough	that	the	letter	form	is
recognizable.

Illustrations	are	visually	appealing	to	children.

Page	layout	is	easy	to	follow.

Content	Presentation

Alphabet	letters	are	the	primary	focus	of	the	book.

Collection	of	illustrations	begin	with	same	letter	but	represent
multiple	sounds	of	the	letter.

Letter	names	are	used	for	story	characters.

Letters	are	embedded	in	story	context.

Letters	are	presented	outside	the	story	context.

Letters	are	presented	in	puzzle	format	in	which	readers	have	to
search	for	the	letter.

Note:	A	reproducible	checklist	for	the	salient	features	of	alphabet	books
is	provided	on	page	122.

Picture	Storybooks
Picture	storybooks	follow	a	narrative	format,	with	texts	and	illustrations
that	 are	 closely	 associated.	These	books	 contain	 the	 features	of	quality
narrative	writing—characters,	episodes,	setting,	resolution	of	events,	and
a	 well-defined	 theme.	 The	 rich	 vocabulary	 and	 sophisticated	 syntactic



structures	 engage	 children’s	 attention	 and	 expand	 their	 literacy
awareness.	Among	the	best	known	authors	of	picture	storybooks	are	Dr.
Seuss,	Ezra	Jack	Keats,	Tommie	dePaola,	Maurice	Sendak,	and	Charlotte
Zolotow.

Informational	Books
Informational	 books	 or	 expository	 texts	 form	 another	 key	 part	 of	 the
library	 collection.	 These	 books	 offer	 children	 opportunities	 to	 explore
topics	 about	 animals,	 people,	 places,	 and	 things.	 Such	 books	 support
children’s	natural	curiosity	about	the	real	world	and	help	to	expand	their
background	 knowledge.	 Procedural	 books	 are	 often	 popular	 with
children	 and	 can	 be	 practical	 resources	 for	 them	 to	 use	 in	 the	 play	 or
science	 centers.	 Quality	 expository	 texts	 include	 a	 variety	 of	 text
structures,	 including	 cause	 and	 effect,	 description,	 sequence	 of	 events,
compare	and	contrast,	and	problem	and	solution.

Picture	Concept	Books
Some	concept	books	are	wordless,	and	others	include	single-word	labels
to	 accompany	 the	graphics	on	 the	pages.	These	books	help	 children	 to
develop	 an	 understanding	 of	 concepts,	 such	 as	 recognition	 of	 colors,
sizes,	shapes,	or	the	names	of	animals.	Many	of	these	books	are	made	of
cardboard,	cloth,	or	vinyl	 to	withstand	rigorous	handling.	Alphabet	and
number	books	are	considered	picture	concept	books.

Traditional	Literature
Nursery	 rhymes,	 fairy	 tales,	 fables,	 and	 folktales	make	 up	 the	 core	 of
traditional	literature.	This	literature	is	the	source	of	memorable-language
patterns	 and	 captivating	 stories.	 Because	 not	 all	 children	 are	 familiar
with	fairy	 tales	such	as	“The	Three	Little	Pigs”	or	“Goldilocks	and	 the
Three	Bears,”	or	nursery	rhymes	such	as	“Jack	and	Jill”	or	“Three	Blind
Mice,”	 collections	 of	 traditional	 stories	 and	 rhymes	 are	 important
additions	 to	 the	 classroom	 library.	 Marguerite	 de	 Angeli’s	 Book	 of
Nursery	and	Mother	Goose	Rhymes	(de	Angeli	1954),	a	Caldecott	Honor
book,	 provides	 a	 wide	 variety	 of	 short	 selections	 for	 read-aloud
activities.

Realistic	Literature
Some	picture	storybooks	deal	with	real-life	problems.	These	stories	may
have	 special	 relevance	 for	 some	 children	 in	 today’s	 early	 childhood



classrooms.	 For	 example,	 Tight	 Times	 (Hazen	 1983)	 describes	 how	 a
family	 handles	 the	 problems	 that	 arise	 when	 the	 father	 loses	 his	 job.
Realistic	 literature	 deals	 with	 topics	 familiar	 to	 children,	 including
bedtime	 fears	 or	 problems	 that	 arise	when	 a	 new	 baby	 comes	 into	 the
family.	Because	these	books	often	touch	on	very	sensitive	issues,	such	as
divorce,	 drugs,	 alcohol,	 and	 death,	 teachers	 should	 use	 discretion	 in
choosing	what	 is	 read	 to	 the	whole	 class.	 In	 some	 situations,	 teachers
may	find	it	appropriate	to	recommend	specific	titles	to	families	who	face
a	 specific	 issue.	 Some	of	 the	 books	 in	 the	 thematic	 lists	 for	 friendship
and	multicultural	themes	qualify	as	realistic	literature	(see	pages	165	and
167).

Poetry
This	genre	is	too	often	forgotten	in	collections	of	children’s	literature	in
school.	 Poetry	 collections,	 such	 as	 A	 Child’s	 Garden	 of	 Verses
(Stevenson	1999)	or	single	volumes	such	as	Jamberry	(Degen	1994),	are
examples	 of	 poetry	materials	 suitable	 for	 the	 classroom	 library.	 Poetry
for	young	children	should	have	good	rhythm	and	unforced	rhymes	with
words	 that	 are	 rich	 in	 sensory	 appeal	 and	 connotative	 meanings.	 The
content,	whether	practical	or	whimsical,	should	encourage	the	children	to
play	with	language.

Novels
Novels	 are	 extended	 stories	 divided	 into	 chapters.	 Books	 of	 this	 type
suitable	for	young	children	are	usually	highly	illustrated,	contain	a	table
of	contents,	and	are	longer	than	picture	storybooks.	The	Frog	and	Toad
series	(Lobel	1971–1984)	is	a	set	of	stories	about	two	characters	whose
personalities	 are	 in	 sharp	 contrast—cheerful,	 outgoing	 Frog	 and
melancholic,	 self-absorbed	Toad.	Used	 for	 read-aloud	activities,	 stories
of	 this	 nature	 help	 to	 develop	 children’s	 awareness	 of	 story	 line	 and
character	development.

Biography
Simple	biographies	of	noteworthy	people	whose	names	children	hear	in
their	 everyday	 lives	 can	 be	 included	 in	 the	 library	 collection.	 These
books	may	include	contemporary	public,	political,	and	sports	figures,	as
well	as	historical	 figures	who	have	holidays,	airports,	schools,	or	 roads
named	after	them.

Big	Books



Big	books	are	readily	available	and	have	become	an	established	resource
in	 many	 early	 childhood	 classrooms.	 Many	 of	 these	 books	 are	 large
versions	of	picture	storybooks	that	may	be	part	of	the	library	collection;
for	 example,	 The	 Very	 Hungry	 Caterpillar	 (Storytime	 Giants)	 (Carle
2002)	and	Anno’s	Counting	Big	Book	(Anno	1992).	Big	books	are	used
in	 read-aloud	 settings	 to	 enable	 children	 to	make	 associations	 between
oral	and	written	language	and	to	see	how	print	is	read	from	left	to	right.
Big	 books	 offer	 children	 the	 opportunity	 to	 participate	 in	 reading
predictable	or	repetitive	sections	of	the	text.

Additional	Resources
Young	children	are	interested	in	many	kinds	of	books,	some	which	don’t
fit	neatly	into	the	categories	previously	described.	In	general,	the	library
collection	 should	 include	 series	 books	 built	 around	 a	 single	 character,
cookbooks,	craft	books,	 joke	and	 riddle	books,	and	participation	books
that	 invite	 readers	 to	 touch,	 smell,	 or	 manipulate.	 Popup	 books	 and
books	 in	 different	 shapes	 also	 appeal	 to	 young	 children.	 Companion
books	 for	 children’s	 television	 programs	 are	 readily	 available	 and	 are
usually	 relatively	 inexpensive.	 Other	 less-permanent	 materials	 for	 the
library	may	include	children’s	magazines,	pamphlets,	menus,	and	sets	of
instructions	for	games	or	puzzles.

“CD-ROM	storybooks,	also	known	as	ebooks,	represent	one
of	the	promising	new	types	of	software	that	young	children
are	being	exposed	to	at	home	and	in	school,	and	they	may
potentially	support	literacy	development.	Ebooks	aimed	at
young	children	generally	replicate	well-known	storybooks
and	integrate	different	types	of	expression.	They	are	a	form
of	interactive	digital	narrative	that	generally	combines
multimedia	effects	such	as	written	text,	oral	reading,	oral
discourse,	music,	sound,	and	animation.”

Shamir	and	Korat	(2006,	532).



Digital	Media
Technology	 has	 provided	 new	 sources	 of	 reading	 materials,	 including
digital	storybooks,	Internet-based	games,	puzzles,	and	practice	activities
for	reading,	writing,	and	mathematics.	Many	authors	of	children’s	books
have	 websites	 that	 provide	 a	 wealth	 of	 instructional	 resources	 for
teachers	 (Reissman	 and	 Gura	 2010).	 Electronic	 storybooks	 contain
features	 beyond	 the	 written	 text	 and	 illustrations	 found	 in	 traditional
print	 books.	 Ebooks	 employ	 a	 range	 of	 multimedia	 features	 including
animation,	 music,	 and	 sound	 effects,	 all	 of	 which	 can	 contribute	 to
children’s	literacy	development	and	their	motivation	to	learn	(Labbo	and
Kuhn	 2000).	 However,	 some	 researchers	 have	 found	 that	 multimedia
features	 can	 distract	 from	children’s	 understanding	of	 a	 story’s	 content
(De	Jong	and	Bus	2002).

In	 choosing	 ebooks	 intended	 for	 young	 children,	 teachers	 should	 take
several	 factors	 into	 account.	 Shamir	 and	 Korat	 (2006,	 535–539)
identified	 several	 criteria	 for	 evaluating	 the	 components	 of	 CD-ROM
storybooks:

age	appropriateness:	story	structure;	writing	style;	illustrations;
font	size;	amount	of	text	shown	on	the	screen;	written	text
highlighted	when	audio	is	activated

child-control	options:	modes	for	read	only,	read	and	play,	and	play
only;	reading	options	such	as	forward	and	backward	buttons,
interrupting,	and	restarting;	dictionary;	print	capability;	activate
illustrations

instructions:	simple	and	precise;	accompanied	by	pictures;
accompanied	by	audio

ease	of	use:	features	enable	children	to	use	the	CD-ROM	with
minimal	help	or	independently

process	orientation:	invites	discovery;	activations	match	story
content;	activations	do	not	distract	from	story	content;	separate
modes	for	companion	features	such	as	games	or	activity	downloads



technical	features:	easy	to	install	and	operate;	features	include
music,	songs,	animation;	clear,	recognizable	voices	on	audio
features

A	well-stocked	library	offers	many	ways	to	encourage	children	to	fulfill
their	curiosity	about	people,	events,	and	things	in	their	lives	as	well	as	to
engage	 them	 in	 activities	 that	 further	 their	 literacy	 growth	 and
development.

The	Writing	Center
The	writing	center	can	be	part	of	 the	classroom	library	or	 in	a	separate
space	adjacent	to	the	library.	Together,	the	library	and	the	writing	center
are	 at	 the	 core	 of	 literacy	 activities	 in	 the	 early	 childhood	 classroom.
Although	 some	 writing	 may	 occur	 in	 the	 play	 area	 (e.g.,	 making	 a
shopping	list	or	writing	a	restaurant	order),	the	writing	center	is	the	place
where	children	purposefully	and	attentively	focus	on	a	variety	of	writing
activities.	 These	 activities	may	 include	writing	 their	 names;	 practicing
the	 letters	 of	 the	 alphabet;	 creating	 books;	 keeping	 journals;	 making
personal	word	cards;	 composing	messages,	 invitations,	or	greetings	 for
classmates,	 family	 members,	 and	 the	 teacher;	 and	 making	 signs	 and
labels	for	use	in	other	areas	of	the	classroom.	In	the	writing	center,	you
can	model	 writing	 for	 different	 purposes	 and	 talk	 with	 children	 about
their	writing.

The	 center	 needs	 to	 be	 furnished	 with	 a	 table	 large	 enough	 to
accommodate	 two	 to	 four	children,	 the	 teacher,	 a	 chart	 stand	and	chart
paper,	and	shelves	to	hold	materials.

Writing	 materials	 should	 be	 abundant—regular	 and	 colored	 pencils;
markers;	 large	 and	 small	 crayons;	 paper	 in	 various	 colors,	 sizes,	 and
shapes;	blank	booklets;	and	index	cards.	Book-making	materials	include
paper,	 a	 hole	 punch,	 a	 stapler,	 construction	 paper,	 and	 a	 simple	 spiral
book-binding	machine.

Mailboxes	 where	 children	 can	 store	 their	 writing	 products	 should	 be
provided	 in	 the	 writing	 center.	 Among	 the	 items	 to	 be	 stored	 in	 the
mailboxes	 are	 index	 cards	 used	 to	 record	 words	 (titled	My	 Very	 Own
Words’)	that	children	request,	their	journals,	and	folders	containing	daily
writing	samples.

Various	 forms	 and	 samples	 of	 writing	 (e.g.,	 calendars,	 greeting	 cards,
invitations,	 menus,	 directions,	 letters,	 and	 messages)	 should	 be
displayed.	 Teachers	 should	 change	 the	 displays	 periodically	 to	 sustain
children’s	 interest.	 Bulletin	 boards	 can	 be	 used	 to	 display	 children’s



individual	 and	 group	 writing.	 A	 notice	 board	 can	 be	 used	 to	 post
messages	from	the	teacher	to	the	children	or	messages	children	exchange
with	classmates.	Computers	can	be	placed	in	either	the	library	corner	or
the	writing	center;	however,	having	a	computer	in	each	area	is	preferable
so	 children	 can	 use	 the	 equipment	 and	 accompanying	 software	 for
different	 purposes.	Children	 can	 interact	with	 electronic	 storybooks	 on
the	 computer	 in	 the	 library	 and	 they	 can	 use	 writing	 software	 on	 the
computer	in	the	writing	center.

“At	one	time,	writing	was	not	a	focus	of	preschool…	Today,
there	is	growing	acceptance	of	writing	as	a	critical	part	of
children’s	preschool	experiences.	This	recognition	has
resulted	in	more	effective	methods	for	accelerating
preschool	children’s	writing	development	and	produced	a
systematic	approach	to	supporting	and	extending	children’s
writing.	This	approach	involves	getting	the	classroom	ready,
initiating	whole-group	routines	that	demonstrate	writing,
using	small-group	activities	to	provide	guided	practice	in
writing,	and	establishing	daily	routines	to	celebrate	and
recognize	children’s	writing	accomplishments.”	McGee
(2007,	91)

Letter-Recognition	Materials	in	the	Writing
Center
Developing	children’s	alphabet	knowledge	is	the	focus	of	many	activities
in	 the	 writing	 center	 in	 an	 early	 childhood	 classroom.	 The	 resources
should	provide	children	with	opportunities	to	investigate	and	manipulate
letters	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 forms.	 The	 following	 items	 should	 be	 standard
supplies	in	an	early	childhood	classroom	writing	center:

alphabet	chart	posted	at	children’s	eye	level



models	for	writing	letters	such	as	traceable	letters;	letter	stencils;
letter	stamps;	and	magnetic,	wooden,	sandpaper,	and	felt	letters

games	and	puzzles	(letter	puzzles,	alphabet	bingo)

flash	cards	for	uppercase	and	lowercase	alphabet	letters	and	picture
cards	of	familiar	objects	representing	alphabet	letters

materials	for	making	letters	(play	dough,	pretzel	sticks,	sand,	and
finger	paint)

copies	of	individual	letter	cards	in	different	fonts

magazines	from	which	children	can	cut	out	pictures	to	match	with
letters

two	letter	bags	for	each	child	(one	bag	for	the	letters	in	the	child’s
name	and	another	bag	in	which	letters	are	added	as	the	child	learns
them)

containers	for	storing	collections	of	individual	letters

blank	books	with	a	letter	on	the	front	for	children	to	fill	with
drawings	and	pictures	of	objects	that	start	with	that	letter

CD-ROMs	or	audiotapes	of	alphabet	songs	and	nursery	rhymes

These	materials	can	be	used	in	small-group	and	independent	activities	in
which	 children’s	 attention	 is	 focused	 on	 identifying,	 matching,	 and
forming	 letters.	The	variety	 of	materials	 in	 the	writing	 center	 facilitate
children’s	engagement	with	alphabet-recognition	activities.	For	example,
children	can	create	 their	own	alphabet	books	by	using	 letter-designated
blank	books.	 If	 the	blank	book	 is	 labeled	Rr,	 they	can	write	 that	 letter,
draw	pictures	of	objects	or	ideas	whose	names	include	that	letter,	or	cut
and	paste	pictures	or	words	 including	 the	 letter.	The	children	can	share
their	alphabet	books	with	classmates.

An	 activity-centered	 early	 childhood	 classroom	 provides	 many
opportunities	 for	 children	 to	manipulate	 or	 play	with	 letters.	 They	 can
organize	magnetic	or	wooden	letters	to	spell	their	names	or	copy	labels
posted	around	the	classroom,	write	letters	on	whiteboards	or	paint	them
on	chart	paper,	position	their	bodies	in	the	form	of	letters,	shape	letters
with	 their	 fingers,	 and	 even	 begin	 to	 learn	 some	 of	 the	 signs	 from	 the
American	Sign	Language	alphabet	(provided	on	page	133).	Furthermore,
children	 can	 practice	 recognizing	 letters	while	 they	 enjoy	 snacking	 on
alphabet	cereal,	cookies,	or	soup.

Environmental	Print



Most	children	in	early	childhood	classrooms	are	aware	of	and	understand
the	 meaning	 of	 environmental	 print	 in	 their	 everyday	 surroundings—
labels	on	 food	packages,	 logos	 for	 restaurants	 and	 stores,	 and	 signs	on
their	neighborhood	streets	and	roads.	The	early	childhood	classroom	also
presents	children	with	its	own	forms	of	environmental	print.	Signs	in	the
classroom	 serve	 functional	 purposes	 that	 help	 children	 learn	 letters,
words,	 and	 directions	 related	 to	 classroom	 activities	 and	 routines.
Children’s	 interactions	 with	 classroom-based	 environmental	 print
contribute	 to	 their	 growing	 awareness	 that	 print	 conveys	 meaning.
Schickedanz	 (1993)	 identified	 examples	 of	 signs	 that	 communicate
functional	 information	 in	 the	 classroom;	 for	 example,	 Quiet	 Please,
Helpers,	Daily	Routines,	Attendance,	Calendar,	and	Put	Materials	Away
after	Using	Them.	Labels	for	the	learning	centers	remind	children	about
the	kinds	of	activities	that	take	place	there.

Word	walls	are	a	necessary	feature	in	a	print-rich	classroom	and	can	be
used	for	a	variety	of	instructional	purposes.	Prior	and	Gerard	(2004,	52–
53)	 recommend	 creating	 category	 labels	 for	 word	 walls;	 for	 example,
Things	we	 eat,	 Things	we	 drink,	 Places	where	we	 eat,	 Things	we	 play
with,	 Things	 we	 watch	 on	 TV,	 and/or	 Things	 we	 don’t	 eat	 or	 drink.
Children’s	 names	 serve	 as	 labels	 on	 coat	 hooks,	 mailboxes,	 writing
folders,	 and	 containers	 for	 their	 collections	 of	 letters.	 A	 notice	 board
containing	the	children’s	names	can	be	used	to	have	them	check	into	and
out	of	the	classroom.	It	can	also	serve	as	a	place	where	messages	about
daily	 routines	 can	 be	 posted.	Experience	 charts	 and	morning	messages
can	be	used	to	display	new	words	discussed	in	themes,	post	recipes	used
in	the	classroom,	or	describe	observations	from	walks	around	the	school
or	science	experiments.

“Environmental	print	helps	children	to	understand	how
written	language	is	organized	and	used.	Early	notions	about
print,	directionality,	function,	and	letter	sounds	take	shape	as
children	realize	that	the	print	in	their	everyday	world	holds
meaning	and	serves	important	purposes.	Parents,	caregivers,
or	other	adults	who	work	closely	with	children	can	build	on
these	interests	and	foster	print	awareness	by	pointing	out
familiar	print	on	cereal	boxes,	food	packages,	and	street
signs.	As	children	become	aware	of	and	attuned	to	the	print
in	the	environment,	their	vocabulary	of	recognizable	words



grows.	The	young	child	who	successfully	reads
environmental	print	internalizes	the	meaning-making
function	of	reading,	enjoys	a	sense	of	accomplishment,	and
finds	a	point	of	entry	into	the	complex	world	of	literacy.
Environmental	print	is	one	of	the	first	sources	of	reading
material	for	young	children	and	serves	as	soil	for	the	roots
of	literacy.”	Prior	and	Gerard	(2004,	5).

Examples	of	environmental	print	 from	 the	world	outside	 the	classroom
link	 children’s	 out-of-school	 and	 in-school	 experiences.	 These
experiences	 can	 be	 used	 in	 instructional	 activities	 designed	 to	 foster
alphabet	 recognition	 as	 well	 as	 to	 help	 children	 become	 familiar	 with
conceptual	 categories.	 Labels	 for	 foods,	 clothing,	 games	 or	 toys,	 and
examples	 of	 commercial	 logos	 for	 stores	 and	 restaurants	 can	 be
distributed	 throughout	 the	centers	 in	 the	classroom.	 In	classrooms	with
English	language	learners,	labels	can	be	in	English	and	other	languages
as	appropriate	for	children.	The	words	can	be	color-coded	according	to
the	 language;	 for	 example,	English	words	 in	 red	 and	Spanish	words	 in
blue.

The	 many	 forms	 of	 environmental	 print	 in	 the	 classroom	 provide
children	 with	 resources	 they	 can	 use	 to	 read	 and	 write	 independently.
Teachers	make	use	of	the	print	in	the	classroom	so	the	children	will	use
the	print	in	their	writing	(Ritchie,	James-Szanton,	and	Howes	2003).

Creating	 a	 literacy-rich	 classroom	 environment	 is	 an	 exciting
undertaking	for	 teachers	of	young	children.	The	floor	plan,	furnishings,
decorations,	 and	 instructional	 resources	 come	 together	 to	 signal	 to
children	 that	 here	 is	 a	 place	 where	 they	 can	 play,	 learn,	 and	 enjoy
themselves.

Reflection:	In	My	Classroom
Which	features	of	your	classroom	most	immediately	signal	that
this	is	a	place	for	children	and	a	place	where	literacy	is	valued?

A	literacy-rich	classroom	environment	features	these	components:
book	center,	writing	center,	reading	and	writing	around	the



classroom,	themed	dramatic-play	center,	and	classroom	displays
(Smith	and	Dickinson	2002).	How	would	you	rate	the	quality	of
each	component	in	your	classroom?	What	do	you	think	needs	to
be	improved?	How	will	you	go	about	making	the	necessary
improvements?

Review	the	books	you	use	to	teach	alphabet	recognition.	What	are
the	salient	features	of	the	text	in	each	book?	Which	book(s)	do
you	find	most	useful	to	help	children	develop	alphabet
knowledge?

Which	activities	in	the	writing	center	are	designed	to	help	children
build	alphabet	recognition?	In	what	ways	do	you	vary	these
activities	to	maintain	children’s	interest	and	motivation?

In	what	ways	do	you	use	signs	and	labels	to	help	children	learn
about	classroom	routines?	How	have	you	incorporated
environmental	print	from	the	children’s	surroundings	outside	of
school	into	your	lessons	and	classroom?
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