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In many classrooms, literacy may seem like something confined to a specific time or
activity—perhaps during morning circle or while reading a book. However, literacy is
a deeply integrated, holistic experience that permeates every part of a child’s day.

From recognizing letters in a friend’s name to interpreting symbols on a classroom
schedule, literacy development is an ever-present journey that shapes how children
connect with their world. While we don’t believe that literacy simply exists in just a
“center” of the classroom, we’re going to provide you with guidance on how to
construct a space that better supports these concepts, while also embracing literacy
in everyday experiences. But first, what is literacy? 

What Is Literacy?
Literacy extends beyond reading and writing to include a broad set of skills that
enable communication and comprehension. It encompasses:

Fluency: The ability to read text accurately and with expression.
Phonics: Understanding the relationship between sounds and letters.
Vocabulary: Knowing the meaning of words and how to use them.
Comprehension: Making sense of and interpreting what is read.
Writing: The ability to express ideas through text and symbols.

Together, these elements form the foundation for effective communication and
critical thinking, starting in early childhood and continuing throughout life.
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Age Milestones

Birth - 12
months

Shows interest in books,
responds to voices,
babbles.

1 - 2 years
Points to pictures, begins
to name objects,
scribbles.

3 - 4 years
Recognizes some letters,
enjoys rhyming, "reads"
familiar books by memory.

5 - 6 years
Matches sounds to letters,
begins to read simple
words, writes own name.

7 - 8 years

Reads and writes
independently,
understands story
structure.

Literacy also progresses through identifiable stages:

Emergent Reading and Writing: Children explore books, recognize symbols, and
begin to understand that print carries meaning.
Early Reading and Writing: Children learn basic phonics, recognize high-
frequency words, and start forming simple sentences.
Transitional Reading and Writing: Fluency improves, comprehension deepens,
and children write longer, more cohesive stories.
Fluent Reading and Writing: Children read confidently and independently,
analyze texts, and produce more complex written works.

Literacy Milestones & Development



A designated literacy center can further enrich children’s experiences. But remember,
it’s less about the space, and more about the accessibility to powerful tools to
support literacy development for all. Consider these materials for your classroom:

Books: A diverse selection, including picture books and wordless books.
Writing Tools: Crayons, markers, pencils with erasers.
Paper Sources: Blank books, clipboards with paper blank and lined paper,
envelopes.
Alphabet Materials: Magnetic or wooden letters, letter puzzles, and stamps.
Manipulatives: Story sequencing cards, puppets, and felt boards.
Audio Resources: Audiobooks and story recordings.
Fun Extras: Mirrors, mini chalk boards, mini mailbox, catalogs, brochures, or maps. 

Creating a Literacy-Rich Learning Environment



Incorporating open-ended literacy invitations and provocations is a wonderful way to
engage children at any time of day. These setups can be placed in a center or
constructed on any tabletop in the classroom, providing opportunities for children to
explore literacy through play and discovery. Simply providing loose parts and letters,
children’s names, or favorite books, inspire curiosity and help children see literacy as
a dynamic, creative and meaningful process.

Remember, there is no “right” or “wrong” when it comes to these invitations. The
objective is engagement, in which engagement leads to learning. Try to avoid
directing the children’s experiences, but rather, provide the materials and allow
children to embrace autonomy and independence in their exploration.

Invitations & Provocations



These portable, curated collections revolve around a specific book or theme. For
example, a basket for The Very Hungry Caterpillar might include the book, plush
caterpillars, fruit cut-outs, and felt story props. Children can retell or expand the story
using the materials. Story baskets are great for younger children and to offer on the
rug or a tabletop. These examples are best suited for toddlers and up!

Story Baskets



Story Shelves are a wonderful way to support literacy and can be versatile and
flexible in their arrangements. These larger setups provide books alongside
complementary toys and materials. For example, a shelf with an ocean theme might
include books about sharks, seashells, and marine life, alongside plush sea
creatures, sand, and toy divers. This arrangement encourages children to dive into
imaginative play with tangible materials while connecting with the story’s theme.
These examples are best suited for preschool-aged children and up!

Story Shelf Inspiration



Display Documentation and Authentic Work: Highlight children’s learning processes
by showcasing their artwork, quotes, and dictated stories. Documentation boards with
photos, children’s art work, and written observations provide a real-world context for
literacy, reinforcing its importance while celebrating children’s voices.

Tips to Maximize
Literacy Development
Use Simple, Intentional Labels: Label
shelves, bins, and areas in the classroom
with clear, simple text and images. This
encourages children to associate written
words with objects while preventing visual
clutter. Simple labels help children
develop word recognition without
overwhelming the environment, ensuring
every visual has a meaningful purpose. If
children are already writing, you can invite
them to help create labels as well. 



Avoid Pressuring Children to Read and Write: Let children develop literacy skills
naturally and at their own pace. Early pressure can lead to frustration, diminishing
their intrinsic love of learning. Respect developmental readiness, allowing exploration
through play and engagement rather than rigid expectations.

Sing Songs and Read Books Daily: Incorporate daily singing and reading sessions to
immerse children in rhythm, rhyme, and language patterns. Repetition of familiar
songs and stories enhances comprehension, memory, and vocabulary, while
fostering a comforting routine.

Provide Accessible Literacy Tools
Offer a variety of materials that are
freely accessible and promote
writing and reading exploration,
such as books, clipboards, notepads,
and coloring utensils. Incorporate
environmental print, such as grocery
store flyers or restaurant menus, to
help children understand how
literacy functions in everyday life. 



20 Materials to Support
Literacy Development

Picture books1.

Alphabet blocks2.

Magnetic letters3.

Felt board with story pieces4.

Wordless books5.

Clipboards with paper6.

Writing utensils (pencils, crayons, etc.)7.

Chalkboards or whiteboards or easels8.

Story sequencing cards or story stones9.

Puppets10.

Writing journals11.

Audiobooks and headphones12.

Letter stamps13.

Puzzles with letters or words14.

Name cards15.

 Clay (fine motor skills & storytelling)16.

Loose parts & natural materials 17.

Sensory letter trays or bins (e.g., sand, rice)18.

 Mirrors (to observe their movements)19.

Environmental print posters (e.g., signs, menus).20.


