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Initial literacy and its development from childhood
education’. Review of the concept and applied research
Alfabetizacion inicial y su desarrollo desde la educacion

infantil. Revision del concepto e investigaciones aplicadas

Juan Pablo Rugerio & Yolanda Guevara
Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México

Abstract

This article outlines the basic concep-
tual aspects of formal literacy and initial
literacy, explaining its importance for the
child’s psychological and academic develop-
ment. In the second part of this article, cer-
tain activities that can promote the develop-
ment of initial literacy skills in children are
underlined, as well as how parents and pre-
school teachers can perform a series of lite-
racy activities. Several studies in this field
are presented in the third part of this article,
aiming at explaining the kind of research
carried out, the tools used to assess the par-
ticipants thereat, a series of methological as-
pects that can address research and the pro-
cedures to foster pre-academic psychological
development. A few final considerations on
this issue are made, particularly on the fin-
dings of research in this field.

Resumen

En el presente escrito se exponen los
aspectos conceptuales basicos sobre alfabe-
tizacion formal y alfabetizacién inicial, ex-
plicando su importancia para el desarrollo
psicolégico y académico del nifio. En una se-
gunda seccién, se enfatizan las actividades
que pueden promover el desarrollo de habi-
lidades de alfabetizacién inicial enlos nifios,
y como los padres y profesores de preescolar
puedenllevaracabouna serie de actividades
alfabetizadoras. La tercera seccién presenta
una exposicién de estudios en este ambito,
con el objetivo de ilustrar el tipo de inves-
tigaciones que se han realizado, los instru-
mentos utilizados para la evaluacién de los
participantes, una serie de aspectos meto-
dolégicos que pueden guiar la investigacién
y los procedimientos de intervencién para
favorecer el desarrollo psicolégico preacadé-
mico. Se realizan algunas consideraciones
finales sobre el tema, particularmente sobre
los hallazgos delainvestigacién en el campo.
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Introduction

This review article deals with one of the
most important issues of childhood education,
which is related to the competences, skills and
knowledge that children have to develop to
start their academic training in primary edu-
cation, and formal literacy particularly. We
are referring to the so-called initial literacy and
the way it can be promoted through pre-school
education.

Definitions of literacy

Some authors such as Whitehurst and
Lonigan (1998) state that traditional approa-
ches of studies to reading and writing take
the access of children to formal education as a
starting point, that is, they only consider what
is called conventional literacy. These approaches
do not consider the psychological development
process since they do not take into account
the fact that children acquire knowledge and
skills, prior to formal reading and writing,
which prepare them for conventional literacy
and make it possible. The process followed by
those previous skills is called initial, early or
emerging literacy (Justece & Kadaraveck, 2002;
Saint-Laurent, Giasson & Couture, 1997; Seda,
2003).

The perspective of initial literacy states that
the acquisition of literacy takes place through
an evolutionary process whose origins can be
traced back to the child’s early life (Sulzby &
Teale, 1991; Teale & Sulzby, 1986). Itisassumed
that there is no clear point to know when
reading and writing appear, since the child
controls those formal skills gradually through
the practice of certain linguistic oral, concep-
tual, pre-reading and pre-writing skills. There
is agreement that the literacy process starts
with the first linguistic interactions in the
family, continues during the pre-school years
when the child receives informal education,
to the stage where the child goes into formal
school and gets involved in literacy activities
that can be considered conventional reading
and writing (Stahl & Yaden, 2004; Sylva, Scott,
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Totsika, Ereky-Stevens & Crook, 2008; Vega,
2006).

The interpretations that children make of
printed symbols -drawings, scribbles, letters
or logos- as well as their approaches to writing
(Seda, 2003; Suarez, 2000), are included in the
category of initial literacy. Some authors such
as Morrow (2009) consider that literacy is not
limited to reading and writing skills, but it also
involves all the oral communication skills. The
development of oral linguistic skills enriches
and strengthens those skills related to written
language and vice versa. The mutual influence
relationships between both linguistic moda-
lities are proved through several theoretical
approaches and research that are briefly set
forth below.

Reading is considered as a passage process
from visual code to meaningful language.
Early in life, reading in an alphabetical system
involves decoding letters and their relevant
rounds, linking those sounds to simple words
(Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998; Suarez, 2000).
Individual differences regarding oral language
skills are related to subsequent differences in
reading, that is, those pupils who have a richer
language range and good orallanguage unders-
tanding learn to read faster; this is related to
the fact that they can recognise those written
words more easily, for they already know their
meaning by using them in oral language.
Likewise, when children structure oral
language correctly, it will help them to recog-
nise the structure of written language as they
are developing reading skills, attaining a better
understanding of texts and narrative stories.
Vocabulary will help them read and understand
words, whilst syntax and semantic skills will
be associated to reading and understanding of
words in a story’s context. Both are important
aspects of the development of reading (Burgess
& Lonigan, 1998). The level of proficiency of
initial reading skills may be a predictive para-
meter of reading production in coming years,
and can even indicate a need for special educa-
tional services, since most children are referred
to these services due to their unsatisfactory
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progress in reading (Biemiller, 2003; Lonigan
& Whitehurst, 1998).

The development of initial literacy during
pre-school ages can be better conceived when
the elements involved in such process are
known. Some authors such as Vega (2006) and
Vega and Macotela (2007) outline important
aspects in this sense:

- Children start their reading and writing
activities at early ages because they live in a
literate society. Children are able to identify
labels, signs and logos in their house and
community at the age of 2 or 3.

- Language is an integral part of the chil-
dren’s learning process. They develop oral
and written language skills when they get
involved in activities related to reading,
since both linguistic systems are strongly
correlated.

- Children get to know different aspects of
reading and writing in those environments
that are rich in literacy activities and mate-
rials and associate them to many events
of everyday life. Initial literacy is fostered
through interaction with other people inreal
life situations in which reading and writing
are involved.

- Children learn from active participation.
Their participation as active learners in sig-
nificant situations is a necessary condition
for the development of literacy.

- The role played by their parents and other
literate people is aimed at making early
learning of reading and writing easier.

The description of these elements leads
to take two important premises into account
within the field of development of initial
literacy. Firstly, it must be taken into account
the fact that such development takes place to
the extent children have an active participation
ata community level, so that they are somehow
linked to written language; secondly, the fact
that children acquire more knowledge, skills
and propositive attitudes towards reading and
writing, on the basis that such day-to-day acti-
vities are significant to them, (Vega, 2006), is
also taken into account.
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The early family context boosts literacy develop-
ment in three ways:

1. Through interaction, which is made up of the
experiences shared by the child and his/her parents,
brothers and sisters or other people close to their
family. 2. Through the physical environment, which
includes reading and writing materials available at
home. 3. Through the emotional and motivational
environment, which is made up of the relationships
among people at home, especially those that reflect
the parents’ attitude towards literacy and those
aspirations related to the children’s performance
(Guevara, Rugerio, Delgado, Hermosillo & Lépez,
2010, p. 32).

On the basis of the findings of psychologi-
cal research on the sequence followed by child
development and the factors that influence
it -especially those related to learning basic
academic skills such as mathematics, reading
and writing-, some authors (De la Cruz, 1989;
Guevara, Ortega & Plancarte, 2001; Naudé,
Pretorius & Viljoen, 2003; Romero, Aragén &
Silva, 2002; Vega, 1998) state that the following
pre-academic and linguistic skills are, inter alia,
required by the child to start his/her school
learning: fine and gross motor development,
time-space relations, perceptive capability to
distinguish shapes and colours, equalisation,
speech understanding, pronunciation, sound
discrimination, basic vocabulary use, narra-
tive understanding and numeracy.

In addition, several studies Cassady &
Smith, 2004; DeBaryshe, Binder & Buell,
2000; Kim, 2007; Lépez & Guevara, 2008) have
reported that the phonological processing skills
play a key role in acquiring reading skills. This
processing, also called phonological aware-
ness, refers to the child’s capacity to recognise
and use sounds in words; three kinds of skills
related to phonological processing are iden-
tified: phonological sensibility, phonological
memory and recovery of stored phonological
lexicon.

There is also a series of evidences (Guevara &
Macotela, 2000, 2002, 2006; Guevara, Garcia,
Lépez, Delgado & Hermosillo, 2007; Romero
and Lozano, 2010; Romero, Pérez, Bustos,
Morales & Hernandez, 2013) proving that the
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efficiency level in terms of reading and writing
skills is closely related to variables such as: the
amount and type of vocabulary, the level of
familiarisation with different conversational
styles, the level of understanding of spoken
language and the experience to reflect on
language uses and forms. It can be categorica-
lly emphasised that all the skills related to oral
and written language that are acquired in early
stages of psychological development will have
an impact on the child’s academic life.

To sum up, the perspective of initial literacy
points out that children acquire knowledge on
several aspects of oral and written language
from an early age that are necessary to acquire
conventional writing and reading skills sub-
sequently (DeBaryshe et al.,, 2000; Weigel,
Martin & Bennet, 2006). The following can be
included among other skills and knowledge as
part of normal pre-school development: phono-
logical awareness, the use of a rich and varied
vocabulary, the proficient use of several social
functions of language such as description
(objects, people, places and events), conversa-
tional skills, narrative skills, the identification
and interpretation of pictures and symbols, the
identification of those objects related to the way
reading and writing are performed (conventio-
nal aspects), as well as their social functions
and relationships with oral language.

Studies on the influence of initial literacy

The fact that parents and teachers perform a
series of literacy activities is especially impor-
tant for the development of literacy skills in
children; the aforesaid activities are aimed at
promoting the acquisition and perfectioning
of the aforesaid linguistic and pre-academic
skills. Shared reading (also called joint or contex-
tualised reading) of tales and stories is one of the
most important literacy activities, as well as
verbal games and exploring jointly and actively
written materials both by adults and children
(Andrés, Urquijo, Navarro & Garcia-Sedefio,
2010; Baker, Mackler, Sonnenschein & Serpell,
2001; Chow & McBride-Chang, 2003; Haney &
Hill, 2004; Justice & Kadaraveck, 2002; Lesiak,
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1997; Rugerio & Guevara, 2013; Rocha & Vega,
2011; Saracho, 2008).

Ezell and Justice (2005) clarify that in
order for reading stories to be considered as
joint reading, this must include participative
interactions between the reader (an adult or
an elderly child) and a pre-school child, and
those interactions have to aim at the learner
drawing his/her attention on words, pictures,
understanding the story, conventionalisms of
written language and relations between oral
and written language.

The objective of this interactive context
must not only focus on the adult reading the
story but on involving participants in a talk
on the story told, which is more important,
so that the learners develop better linguistic
and conceptual skills. Joint reading involves
the implementation of certain strategies or
interaction skills by the adult, in order to take
advantage of all the communication oppor-
tunities telling stories offers. To that end, the
adult can ask, talk and clarify any doubts of the
children, related to the story itself and to the
experiences of the children, as pointed out by
Rocha and Vega (2011). The use of puppets and
toys in games has similar objectives, as well as
interaction with written materials, since they
enable children to receive information on the
meaning of any printed or drawn material, as
wellasdevoting time to conversation and verbal
games (Guevara, Rugerio, Delgado, Hermosillo
& Flores, 2012).

The aforesaid interactive activities are not
only important because they promote the
development of initial literacy in pre-school
children, preparing them to start formal
literacy training, but they also awaken interest
for written information, therefore motivating
them to learn to read and write by themselves.
The opposite happens when children do not
participate in initial literacy activities at home
or during pre-school education, which is
typical of people of low socio-cultural status.
Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) clarify that
the environment in families of low socio-cul-
tural status usually offers few opportunities to
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develop early literacy, which is often associated
to difficulties to develop reading and writing
by those children that are brought up therein;
they report that, in the United States, 35% of
children who access to public primary schools
havelow levelsofskillsrelated toinitialliteracy,
aswell as alack of motivation to learn at school.
This low level of preparation for school implies
a mismatch between what children develop
and the performance expected from then at
school, which put them in a high-risk situation
in terms of school failure

In the Latin American context, Romero,
Arias and Chavarria (2007) designed a study
that aimed at providing information on family
culture regarding practices related to written
and oral language, with the participation of
200 Costa Rican families with scarce resources
and whose children attended kindergartens
in the metropolitan area. The Survey on
Family Environment (EFM, as per its Spanish
acronym) was used and applied to parents to
assess linguistic and reading practices at their
homes, their attitudes towards oral and written
language, as well as their socio-cultural
features. Direct observations at 20 families’
homes were also performed, asking the parents
to interact with their children carrying out
activities with reading and writing materials
and games. The information compiled from
surveys and observation was analysed and the
results thereof were compared to the communi-
cation and language skills of the students who
took part in the study.

It was found that the low socio-cultural
status was related to the fact that children
had lower skill levels in terms of phonolog-
ical awareness, writing words, vocabulary,
decoding and identifying letters. Regarding
language and reading practices, it was found
that only two out of ten families read storiesand
performed graphic expression activities such as
drawing or scribbling; 70% of the families had
less than 25 of any kind and 90% had less than
25 children’s; thislimitations were accentuated
in families of low socio-cultural status.

Rugerio, J. P. & Guevara, Y.
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The analysis of the quality of reading
of stories showed that it had a very short
duration, missing some paragraphs, making
few comments about the tale and presenting
scarce connections between the contents of
the reading an the prior personal experiences
or knowledge of the children; it was also noted
that no texts whatsoever were used to make
children familiar with the features and the
functions of books and writing.

Romero et al. (2007) also reported that most
parents wanted their children to have high
school and university studies, to develop an
appreciation for reading and to learn to write
properly, but those expectations did not match
the support they gave to their children. This
mismatch reflects a gap between the family
and school context regarding the goals and
expectations each of them has. It was also
noted that parents are not aware of their own
home's potential to promote their children’s
development.

The data set forth above match those
reported by Guevara et al. (2007) upon per-
forming a study with Mexican children of low
socio-cultural status aiming at compiling data
on the level of linguistic skills those pupils had
when entering grade 1 of primary education.
This study had a transversal nature, with an
objective assessment of the children’slinguistic
level during the first month of classes at school.
262 pupils participated in that study, with an
average age of 5.7 years old, registered in four
public schools of the State of Mexico.

The Assessment of Precurrent Reading
Skills (EPLE, as per its Spanish acronym,
Vega, 1998) was used, which is made up of 10
subtests to assess linguistic and conceptual
skills. The results reflected low skill levels on
a general basis in the children. On analysing
the specific percentage of each test, only three
of them were reported to have an appropriate
or satisfactory percentage, i.e., 80% or more;
these tests were: following instructions, dis-
tinguishing between shapes and texts and
pronouncing sounds of speech; meanwhile,
the skills with an average level, between
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60% and 80%, were: distinguishing sounds,
analyses and hearing syntheses, and retrieving
names from presentations of sheets. The skills
with the lowest percentages were: meaning of
words, synonyms, antonyms and supraordi-
nated words, repeating a story taking the main
ideas, and spontaneous expression; all of them
had a percentage below 40%, which means that
the children entered first grade having poor lin-
guistic development. These results underline
that those children of low socio-cultural status
may be in a risk situation of school failure.

The research of Guevara, Rugerio, Delgado,
Hermosillo y Lépez (2010) was carried out
to assess the development level attained by
Mexican pre-school children regarding pre-ac-
ademic and linguistic skills related to initial
literacy, and showed the features of the literacy
environment of the homes of those who had
poorer performances. 65 pupils from commu-
nities of low socio-cultural status participated
thereat and were assessed with two individu-
ally administered instruments: 1) the Range of
Skills for School Learning (De la Cruz, 1989),
which includes tests of speech understanding,
spatial relationships, perceptive capability
of shapes and spatial orientation, and 2) the
Assessment of Precurrent Reading Skills (EPLE,
as per its Spanish acronym, Vega, 1998). The
results showed that the children had low level
of pre-academic and language skills, which
may lead to poor school performance.

These authors inform that the mothers of
the 30 children having poorer performance
answered a questionnaire to know more on
the factors that affect reading and writing
development in children, as well as the literacy
practices carried out by them. Only a few of
them informed that they carry out practices as
reading storiesto children orjoint writing; their
assumptions and practices on teaching reading
and writing were related to identifying letters
or syllables, although many of them answered
ambiguouslyinthisrespect. Theresults showed
that the mothers are not clear on their role as
educational agents to achieve their children’s
initial literacy. Not a single mother mentioned
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that the development of reading and writing
can be fostered through activities performed
by them and their children channeled at the
development of oral language in their children,
which can correspond to a traditional concept
that oral and written and written language
are not linked aspects, and that teaching is an
exclusive function of primary schools.

Guevaraetal. (2010) analysed the data found
in their study, taking into account the three
ways family environment promotes the deve-
lopment of initial literacy, trying to note which
aspects were present or not. The reports from
the participating mothers showed that they did
not perform any interactions at their homes
that may lead to an optimal development of oral
and written language in their children. They
informed that they have reading and writing
materials at home but that they do not use them
jointly with their children. The data showed
that the aspects regarding the emotional and
motivational environment, especially in terms
of attitudes, assumptions and practices of the
parents for their children’s literacy develop-
ment, will be restricted.

Romero et al. (2007) state that it is often
-simplistically- assumed that children can
develop a series of linguistic and pre-academic
skills semiautomatically, just because they
are daily in contact with a social environment
where oral and written language are used.
Another common misconception is to assume
that all the children enter school with the same
abilities and skills and that they are ready to
access to formal education. One third miscon-
ceptionisthatitis enough to develop the ability
to decipher words from a text. These authors
emphasise that it is necessary to take into
account all the aspects involved in education
during pre-school years, as well as the impor-
tance of the fact that during this stage children
develop certain language and conceptual skills
-including critical thinking- that are necessary
to acquire reading and writing skills.

At present, it is known that people develop
their skills of oral language, reading and
writing through complex processes determined
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by the use of these means of communicationsin
culture, i.e., the linguistic skills to be develo-
ped by children at formal schools will to a great
extent by supported by behaviours and practi-
ces previously validated in the family, social
and school context.

All the facts set forth above mean that
educational efforts to support children living
in limited socio-cultural conditions must be
addressed, so that they can attain greater deve-
lopment of initial literacy skills. To that end, it
must be noted that academic failures are diffi-
cult to be fixed once they appear, as pointed out
by Slavin (2003), and therefore educational and
research services must be addressed for preven-
tion and intervention at early ages. Therefore,
thisisthemain mission of pre-school education.

Intervention studies related to the pre-
school context

If the importance of literacy develop-
ment in the pre-school context is taken into
account, the study carried out by Cassady and
Smith (2003) continues the approaches of the
International Reading Association (IRA) and
the National Association for the Education of
Young Children (NAEYC) in 1998, which stated
that teaching reading in kindergartens is often
more effective when systematic and structures
instruction programmes which promote the
acquisition of phonological awareness, basic
concepts on the alphabet and language are
used, together with contextualized reading
activities. The study aimed at assessing the
impact of an integral learning system (ILS) that
included such aspects and that was carried out
in addition to the teaching activities of reading
in different kindergartens, comparing the
development of those pupils participating in
the system with that of those pupils participa-
ting in the regular programme exclusively.

The pupils were assessed through the appli-
cation of two instruments to measure their
level of phonological awareness and their
knowledge of written language at an initial,
intermediate and final stage of schooling. The
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variation analysis showed significant diffe-
rences in favour of the group who participated
in the ILS in the assessed skill. If we take the
results of their study, Cassady and Smith (2003)
come to the conclusion that implementing the
Integral Learning System in the classrooms
could be of great help to support phonological
awareness and the knowledge of concepts about
writing. Nevertheless, they make it clear that it
is important to take into account some details
that may affect the correct system operation,
such as selecting the appropriate technologi-
cal support resources and the qualification of
teachers in the use of this kind of resources.

On the other hand, Borzone (2005) points
out that a consensus has been reached on the
fact that reading stories fosters development
of language and learning to read and write, as
well as the fact that not all the texts provide
with similar experiences in terms of quantity
and quality, both at school and at home. This
author agrees that children from poor areas
generally have a very restricted contact with
story books, and it is thus necessary to carry
out studies to analyse the impact thereof in
vulnerable groups upon increasing this kind
of practices. This author takes into account the
approaches of an evolving model that proposes:

Frequent experience with an extended speech,
including: listening to and telling stories again,
talking about personal experiences, as well as
talking about past, present and future events, would
not only provide the necessary practice with specific
linguistic resources -that are essential to be a com-
petent narrator- but will also promote cognitive
development as it used language to make complex
cognitive operations, such as the establishing of

relationships, making inferences and hierarchali-
sing information (Borzone, 2005, p. 193).

On the basis of such approaches, Borzone
(2005) carried out her study aiming at con-
tributing to the knowledge on how reading
stories frequently can have an impact on the
development of speech and cognitive skills in
children from underprivileged backgrounds.
A proposal was raised to explore the impact of
reading stories on the abilities to understand
and produce fiction stories. The study had an
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exploratory nature with a pre-test/post-test
design; three groups of pre-school children par-
ticipated therein together with their teachers,
each group having different socio-demographic
features (socio-economic status, NSE, as per its
Spanish acronym: low urban, low rural and
medium urban). From these three groups, only
the one with low urban NSE was analysed and
compared to the other two groups.

The children were assessed at the beginning
and at the end of this intervention through
a story they made up from the same book of
pictures. The aspects to assess in the afores-
aid stories were: whether time structure was
coherent or not, if they included aspects contai-
nedinthetextand whether causal relationships
between events were established. The inter-
vention was performed by the group teacher
herself, who was trained to read stories to their
pupils through strategies such as activation of
knowledge in the children -that was necessary
to understand the text-, understanding mode-
lling process on reading the text and telling the
story again upon finishing the reading thereof.
This activity was performed at least three times
a week during the entire schooling cycle. Upon
completion of the programme, its impact was
assessed through the analyses of the stories
produced by the pupils.

The data obtained showed that the low
urban NSE group improved its results in terms
of structure and content of the stories, and its
resultswere evenbetter than the mediumurban
NSE group, which had better performance
during the pre-assessment process. Despite the
fact that Borzone’s study (2005) had an explora-
tory nature, its results show how children can
develop cognitive and linguistic skills from
activities such as reading and reinterpreting
texts. The author concludes that further studies
must be carried out systematically in order to
analyse the impact that frequent contact with
a speech characterised by time sorting and
casual relationships between events has on
the linguistic and cognitive development of
children, through the participation of an adult.
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Another study was carried out by Saracho
(2001), who emphasises that pre-school
children must participate in programmes
that promote the acquisition of initial litera-
cy-oriented behaviours -making teaching of
reading easier- through a game environment,
since it is possible to perform implicitly acti-
vities related to reading and writing through
playing activities. Five groups of pre-school
children and teachers participated in this
study. The intervention phase had duration
of eight weeks, during which play centres
enriched with materials and interactions
aimed at developing literacy were carried out
in the classroom. Likewise, the physical layout
of classrooms was modified in order to promote
playing behaviours that in time promote the
implicit use of reading and writing, according
to the children’s level.

The results of the study showed that the
children developed behaviours related to
literacy in all the classrooms. Some of them
were: reading the name of streets, recognising
and reading traffic signs on streets, following
instructions, developing vocabulary through
interaction among children, using sequences
of events properly, writing stories upon reading
them, reading numbers, developing language
by role-playing, creating stories based on
personal experiences, associating pictures
from cards with their relevant written names,
reading letters from a list, recognising letters
by their sounds, identifying words with similar
sounds, creating stories from pictures and
reproducing or “reading” stories.

Saracho (2001) concludes that using physical
environments related to initial literacy can
offer great number of opportunities to children
so that they practice skills such as reading,
writing, listening and talking, all of them
through symbolic play activities. Likewise, the
role played by teachers in these activities is very
important, since they create the appropriate
environment through planning activities and
games that promote the development of skills
related to literacy.
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Clarck and Kragler (2005) carried out a
study aiming at assessing the impact of using
printed materials in the literacy development
of pre-school children. 34 children aged 4 and 5
participated in this study; they were registered
at a child care centre that helped low-income
families, and the teaching staff in charge of
them also participated therein. Firstly, these
researchers participated through two wor-
kshops for all the teachers of the centre, in
order for them to recognise the importance of
boosting literacy development in children. The
first workshop focused on the development of
early literacy, while the second one dealt with
strategies that could be used by teachers to
support the children’s initial literacy through
printed material. The teachers were later
invited to participate voluntarily with the
researchers to modify the environment inside
the classrooms and to design one environment
that could make literacy development easier.
The work of the researchers and the teachers
was carried out throughout the entire schooling
cycle and they also held meetings to discuss
on potential activities, emphasising the use of
printed materials.

This intervention was assessed both quali-
tatively and quantitatively. In the first kind of
analysis, data were compiled through different
techniques: 1) observations at the beginning,
during and at the end of the schooling cycle
on the literacy activities carried out inside the
classroom; 2) preparation of an inventory of
the printed material that can be used to read
and write kept inside the classrooms; the
inventories were prepared at the beginning
and at the end of the research for comparison
purposes; and 3) interviews to the teachers, so
that they could express their opinions on the
development of literacy, their conception about
literacy behaviours shown by the pupils inside
the classroom, as well as any suggestions
regarding the modification of the environment
inside the classrooms and the potential strate-
gies planned for the future to involve children
in literacy learning. The score of three instru-
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ments applied to children was used to assess
their level of literacy development.

Theresults showed anincreaseinthe printed
material available inside the classroom. On
analysing the observations, it was noted that
children from one of the participating groups
had a tendency to carry out spontaneous acti-
vities. During the interviews, the teachers
stated that the activities designed were of great
help and also informed that their pupils increa-
sed their literacy performances, and even the
teachers from one group admitted that their
pupils wrote more than their prior pupils.

From a quantitative point of view, it was
found, through an analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA), that there were no significant diffe-
rences between the different writing samples
of the children; nevertheless, an increase in
the kind of writing resulting therefrom was
noted during this intervention, since at the
beginning most pupils could only draw and
only some could write their names, while at
the end of the study there was an increase
the number of children who could write their
names and who, despite despite not being able
to write conventionally, could write similar
letters or symbols. The scores of the rhyme test
underwent a descriptive analysis that showed
differences between the groups: the pre-test
showed that only 18% of the children from the
three groups could identify the pairs of figures
properly, while the post-test showed that 50%
of the children from one group completed this
activity correctly. In last place, the overall score
of the test that assessed initial reading (TERA
I, as per its Spanish acronym) showed a time
effect in favour of the participating groups
and showed that the children experienced an
increase in their literacy development during
the schooling cycle.

Regarding the study of Clarck and Kragler
(2005), it is important to underline -for those
works intending to design an intervention
strategy aiming at developing initial literacy-
that the activities planned and the material
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are appropriate and interesting both for the
children and their teachers.

In another study, Shapiro and Solity (2008)
raised the question of what is the best interven-
tion design to train reading skills at an early
age; for this reason, they make two theoretical
approaches derived from behavioural psycho-
logy. Inthefirstapproach, itismentioned thatit
is important to take into account the number of
skills thatisintended to teach and the sequence
in which they are presented. In the second one,
it is pointed out that it is necessary to identify
the difficulties shown by the children during
the literacy process, aiming at overcoming
them.

In view of these premises, the authors
designed an intervention model called Early
Reading Research Intervention (ERR), aimed at
boosting the development of two aspects in
children who are pre-readers: phonological
awareness and grapheme-phoneme corres-
pondence. The programme was designed to be
applied in schools in groups, in brief sessions
of 12 minutes, three times during a school day,
with the participation of both teachers and
pupils. In each session, there were practices of
different skills related to phonological aware-
ness (syntheses and segmentation), knowledge
on phonemes, vocabulary review and also the
teacher read out loud to his/her pupils, which
also encouraged children to approach reading.
In each session, time was distributed in two
minutes to practice each skill and four minutes
for reading, when the teacher emphasised the
usefulness of the practiced knowledge and how
can they apply to reading development.

Shapiro and Solity (2008) carried out their
study using a quasi-experimental design,
comparing two groups, one of them with ERR
intervention and the other following conven-
tional teaching. The study was carried out
during three years, observing the development
of children from the year of Receipt (first year
of formal education in the United Kingdom),
until the end of grade 2 (third year of formal
education). The intervention of ERR in the expe-
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rimental group took place until the end of first
year and subsequently both groups received
conventional education.

Four assessments were made: the first at
the beginning of the year of Receipt, which is
considered by the authors as a base line, and
the other three assessments were made at the
end of each schooling cycle (receipt, grade 1
and 2). The instruments used in those assess-
ments were designed to analyse the learning
level of children in skills such as phonological
awareness (synthesis, analysis and rhyme), the
grapheme-phoneme correspondence (knowle-
dge on the sound of letters), reading words and
reading prose. The assessments were made
individually in the classroom. 462 children and
their teachers from 12 different schools partici-
pated in this research; 251 children received
the ERR, while 211 made up the control or com-
parison group.

The results obtained by Shapiro and Solity
(2008) show that those children who attended
schools where ERR had been implemented
could increase their reading level faster than
those children from comparison schools. A
greater impact on phonological awareness
skills was noted. Simultaneously, the number
of children being reported reading difficulties
decreased substantially in those schools with
intervention. The authors conclude that the
positive results of the intervention are due to
the features of the designed programme, the
main ones being: the methodology based on
different groupsaccordingto their performance
level, which allowed to adapt the contents of
the lessons to each group’s needs, as well as the
frequency to administer the intervention and
the specificity of the skills to be developed.

On the other hand, the objective of the study
by Gonzdilez and Delgado (2009) was analy-
sing the impact of a programme designed to
teach reading and writing in young children
in their academic performance, in order to
develop cognitive-linguistic skills. Research
was longitudinal, quasi-experimental, with
four repeated measures and three intervention
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phases, taking the intervention programme
as independent variable and academic perfor-
mance as dependent variable. Two groups of
children from grade 2 of childhood education
(control group and experimental group) were
made, randomly located in medium-low status
areas of the city of Malaga, Spain. The children
were assessed individually by their relevant
teachers with validated instruments according
to their school grade: the first assessment was
made at the beginning of the study (pre-test)
and the rest of the assessments were made after
each intervention phase, until the first year
of primary education. The intervention was
applied by the teachers, supervised and suppor-
ted by the researchers. The data obtained were
analysed descriptively and a variation analysis
was made in order to find statistically signifi-
cant differences between both groups.

The instrument used to assess academic
performance was the Academic Performance
Assessment Questionnaire (CERA, as per its
Spanish acronym), with versions adapted to
each schooling cycle. The intervention was
made during eight months of each schooling
cycle and consisted on two-and-a-half hour
training in the classroom, where the teachers
of each participating group worked on activities
related to the development of phono-articu-
lation and phonological knowledge, followed
by semantic and morpho-syntactical develo-
pment and, in last place, reading and writing
accuracy, followed by reading comprehension
and writing, asthe case may be.

The analysis of the data obtained showed
statistically significant differences in favour
of the experimental group from the second
assessment, which reflected in a higher level of
academic performance. The results of the study
led Gonzalez and Delgado (2009) to conclude
that written language plays an important role
in the academic performance of very young
children, especially when activities involving
contents related to metalinguistic and oral
language development are carried out. The
authors underline the design of an intervention
programme that is efficient and easy-to-apply
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by the teachers of the participating groups, on
the basis of training and constant supervision.

The objectives of Aram and Besser (2009)
were: 1) comparing three intervention strate-
gies: reading stories, developing literacy skills
(phonological awareness and knowledge on
letters), and a combination of the two of them,
in order to know which one showed a greater
impact; 2) comparing the literacy level of
children of different ages, in order to determine
what age is better to start the intervention, and
3) knowing who could be more suitable to carry
the intervention out: pre-school teachers or
university students to become teachers.

The initial literacy levels of the partici-
pating children were taken into account to
measure the impact of the strategies applied;
some of the main skills assessed were: phono-
logical awareness, writing words, writing their
names, naming letters, orthographical aware-
ness, reading comprehension, vocabulary and
general knowledge. These levels were assessed
and compared on the basis of each of the inter-
vention programmes. Pre-school children
aged 3 and 4 registered in pre-school centres
of low socio-cultural status in central Israel
participated.

The results showed that reading stories
developed more skills of linguistic nature,
while literacy skills improved pre-academic
skills (specifically related to written language).
According to the authors, this fact matches the
reports regarding literature. But the combina-
tion of both strategies had better effects on the
children’s development because it promoted
both types of skills. Another important finding
was that those children trained by university
students had better performance than those
trained by the teaching staff; this shows that
thereisaneed for providing pre-school teachers
with a better qualification, making them aware
of the basic principles of the development of
literacy in children and the way to optimise it
in the classroom.

On their part, Cardozo and Chicue (2011)
state that skills such as listening and talking
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are essential in human social interactions,
since critical and reflective thinking can only
be acquired through them and the activities
in the classroom must thus include the use of
puppets. Ideas and feelings can be expressed
through them, which are also useful to repre-
sent everyday life events. Puppets are not just
a motivating tool, but they also: contribute
to verbal development (diction, vocalisation,
syntax), enrich vocabulary, improve expres-
sion during conflict and necessity solving,
develop creativity and stimulate the participa-
tion of shy children, among other things. On
the basis of these approaches, these authors
designed an intervention strategy aimed at
using puppets as a methodological strategy to
improve learning and teaching of speaking in
children in grade one of primary education.
20 pupils (10 girls and 10 boys) participated in
this study; they were registered in two grade 1
groups of a primary school located in an area of
low socio-cultural status, in the city of Pauijil,
Colombia.

An assessment of the participating children
was made at the beginning of the intervention
through direct observation of school activities
and during a group conversation. Thanks to
this assessment, it was noted that the children
had speaking difficulties, such as: shyness
when participating in the classroom, a very
low tone of voice and poor articulation of
certain phonemes. In addition, when it came
to answering a question, the children showed
behaviours such as covering their faces with
their hands, staring at the floor and insecurity
when talking to their mates and other people.
After the initial assessment, a workshop of six
group sessions was carried out every third day
of the week for three weeks during class hours.
This workshop was designed to carry out activ-
ities with puppets to improve the oral language
of the participants, strengthening the ability to
express their experiences, interests and needs
clearly and coherently, with a respectful and
collaborative attitude. The objectives of each
session were: 1) developing active listening
in the children to enrich their vocabulary, 2™)
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promoting communication practices in the
childrenbyusing puppetstoimprove the tone of
voice, 3") stimulating -proxemic- orality during
the playing and construction activity of a little
theatre, 4™) developing communicative activ-
ities that enable children to improve kinetic
elements by creating puppets, 5%) improving
pronunciation of the /f/ j/r/ phonemes and
6'") using speaking skills in different commu-
nicative activities both inside and outside the
classroom.

Cardozo and Chicue (2011) report that the
intervention programme showed some effects
onthe children’s speaking, who attained a good
language level, in addition to show readiness to
participate in the workshop’s activities. They
state that such progress was due to the strategy
ofusing puppets, sincetheinclusion ofthiskind
of material in the workshop allowed children to
speak in an entertaining, pleasant way. They
also attained a good tone of voice, increased
their vocabulary, improved intonation and
verbal fluency when representing some scenes
with puppets; besides speaking, they commu-
nicated though gestures such as sad, happy and
anguished faces, accompanied with movement
from other parts of their bodies. The children
also handled conventionalisms among interloc-
utors, asking and respecting turns to be given
the floor when participating in group activities.

Guevara and Rugerio (2014) carried out a
study aimed at “testing the effectiveness of
a behavioural programme -a workshop- for
pre-school teachers, in order to qualify them
to implement activities and strategies for the
promotion of linguistic and pre-academic skills
related to initial literacy in their pupils” (p. 26).
The intervention was carried out through a
series of activities in the two specific adult-child
interaction contexts: joint reading of stories
and playing with glove puppets. The interven-
tion had a quasiexperimental nature to identify
its effects on the literacy activities carried out
by the teachers; therefore, a pre-test/post-test
was used together with a follow-up assess-
ment. Three participating teachers received
the workshop (experimental) and one did not
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receive it (equivalent control). Each assess-
ment consisted on filming each teacher’s class
in each activity. The programme was applied
throughout seven weeks and immediately after
the post-assessment was made; the follow-up
assessment was made two months thereaf-
ter. All the activities were supervised by two
psychologists. The teachers worked as grade 3
of pre-school education in the State of Mexico
located in areas of low socio-cultural status.

To analyse the footage, Guevara and Rugerio
(2014) designed two taxonomies on the basis
of the linings derived from in-field research,
aiming at observing the strategies used by the
teachers to promote literacy interactions with
the pupils during their classes. The workshops
for teachers included explanations on child
development, modelling each skill to promote
initial literacy, role-playing, feedback and
positive practice.

The data obtained regarding reading of
stories were: in the pre-assessment, the four
teachers read stories to the children respecting
the punctuation marks, using a tone of voice
according to the events they were telling. In
the opinion of Guevara and Rugerio (2014, p.
32), “this can be deemed to be appropriate since
adults act as models of appropriate behaviours
toestablishrelationshipswith writtenlanguage
and strengthen these behaviours in children”.
Nevertheless, they report that the participants
showed important deficiencies in the field of
importantliteracypracticesthatmustbecarried
out during joint story telling: they did not mark
the words they were reading and did not show
the book to the children as they were reading,
which means that they did not encourage the
children to identify conventional aspects of
reading activities (reading from left to right,
from one line to another) or to stare at the
images, two important aspects for the children
to find a link between oral language, written
language and the aspects of the world around
them. The teachers very rarely persuaded the
pupils to associate pictures to the aspects told
or explained the reading conventionalisms, as
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the point where reading starts and the way it
follows.

After the workshop, the teachers increased
the duration of the reading sessions and incor-
porated strategies to put it into practice jointly:
they carried out the activity ensuring that the
pupils could read the book, as well as the letters
and works marked as the pupils were reading;
they drew the children’s attention to the story’s
pictures and asked the children so that they
mentioned details of the story and the pictures;
nevertheless, during the follow-up assessment,
some of these categories decreased. The teacher
who acted as control did not show any changes
in comparison to the pre-assessment.

Regarding the puppets activity, certain
effects provoked by the programme could be
noted, such as: address linguistic exchanges of
objects, characters, people, animals or places,
towards the description of chains of events and
the promotion of speaking in the pupils, despite
the fact that those effects were not homoge-
neous among the participants. The category
that experienced an increase in the three
experimental teachers was that related to the
promotion of linguistic interaction among the
children, but no effects were noted on aspects
such as story telling. In short, it can be stated
that the programme had positive effects on the
teachers’ literacy practices, but these effects
were greater in the case of joint story telling.

Guevara and Rugerio (2014) conclude that
the differences between both activities can
be explained by the complexity level of the
activities.

It is important to note that the puppet play
involves the structuring of situations that do not
take place while the activity is in progress; there-
fore, there are no specific references addressing
linguistic interactions among participants. On the
other hand, in the joint story telling activity, there
are certain materials on the basis of which the acti-
vities are carried out (the story book itself), which
contain the words and pictures that guide linguistic
interactions: they are printed, have a sequence and
canbe observed by the teacher and her pupils jointly

(p. 34).
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Regarding the approach of Borzone (2005),
it should be reiterated that literacy activities
must be carried out frequently; otherwise,
they cannot have any effect whatsoever on the
development of initial literacy. It should also be
emphasised to pre-school teachers that literacy
activities are extremely important for general
psychological development and help to prepare
pupils to face the challenges of formal educa-
tion. Activities such as joint story telling and
the puppets activity must be incorporated to
pre-school educational practice, but covering
all the aspects included thereat.

By way of conclusion to this review, it can
be stated that the studies presented show the
influence of school context in the development
of initial literacy activities, which is made up of
several factors -just as the family context- such
as the type of training, the activities carried
out in the classroom, the materials used in the
class, the curricular programmes and others.
All these factors can promote the develop-
ment of initial literacy and, although the most
important one has not been identified, it is
worth noting the findings of research to select
those directly related to skills or knowledge
that are intended to be developed. It is impor-
tant to note the theoretical foundations and the
in-field findings, as well as to carry out syste-
matic studies and interventions.

Accordingtothereviewedresearch, teaching
practicein childhood education mustbe addres-
sed to develop linguistic skills in pupils that
make learning of reading and writing easier
to them. Among the activities that may attain
that objective are: joint reading of stories,
designed to promote linguistic exchanges
among pupils and teachers through questions
related to aspects (characters, actions, places
and concepts) referred to in the text, as well
as through interactions that link such aspects
with everyday life situations. This activity also
involves the use of materials (letters, drawings,
signs and symbols) that enable children to
get familiar with written representations of
language and establish relationships between
the two linguistic modalities.
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Another activity that provides elements for
the conceptual and linguistic development of
childrenis using puppets, provided that it aims
at promoting skills to describe people, objects
and places, as well as telling events. This
aspects allow in time linguistic interaction of
children with past, present and future situa-
tions, as well as the establishment of causal
relationships that promote logical thinking
and argumentation.

It should also be stressed the importance of
putting into practice vowel games to acquire
phonological awareness, including placement
of syllables, identification of words having
similar phonemes (at the beginning and at the
end of words), word composition and de-com-
position, synonymsand antonyms, definitions,
riddles, and others. Exploring printed mate-
rials and producing symbols and drawings that
promote writing should not be thrown.

The aforesaid activities are not only directly
related to the psychological development of
children, but can also promote motivation
and interest in reading and writing activitiesy,
learning which is an essential part of human
life. The promotion of initial literacy in the
classrooms can prevent problems such as
school failure, especially in communities of
low socio-cultural status.

Notes

1In some countries such as Spain, “childhood edu-
cation” means the initial school stage, replacing the
term “pre-school education”, in order to remove the
underlying meaning referring to a non-education
phase, prior to school itself. Nevertheless, in the
field of literature on initial literacy, several authors
still use “pre-school education” and “pre-school
children”, especially in Latin America. This review
observes the terms used by the authors of the papers
presented.
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