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The Power of Stories
Selecting the best books and related 
activities for preschoolers

March 9, 2023

Nice to meet you!

Stefanie Paige Wieder, M.S.Ed.
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Overview

▪ Why are early literacy skills important?

▪ Emergent literacy and brain development

▪ What IS reading, anyway?

▪ Essential early literacy activities 
and skills

▪ Which types of books best support 
preschoolers’ literacy development?

▪ Reading techniques you can use and 
share with families

Early literacy skills matter!

Early literacy skills matter!

“30 million 
word gap”
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Early literacy skills matter!

Vocabulary development 
at age 3 predicts reading 

achievement by 3rd grade.

Source: Walker et al (1994). Prediction of School 
Outcomes Based on Early Language Production and 

Socioeconomic Factors. Child Development. 

Early literacy skills matter!

When children struggle to 
read in 4th grade, they are 
four times more likely to 
drop out of high school

**Focus on 3rd grade test scores**

Source: The Annie E Casey Foundation (2014). 
Early Warning: Why Reading by the End of Third 
Grade Matters

What’s going on in there?

90% of children’s 
critical brain development 

occurs by age 5
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What’s going on in there?

Language and literacy 
develop together from birth

What’s going on in there?

English Language Learners 
benefit from mastery of their 

first language(s)

Source: www.easternct.edu/center-
for-early-childhood-education/e-

clips/supporting-english-language-
learners.html

Early literacy skills matter!

We should 
allow children 

to select books
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What’s going on in there?

Children learn 
in relationships

LANGUAGE COGNITIVE

SOCIAL-
EMOTIONAL

PHYSICAL 

Developmental 
Domains

What’s going on in there?

Your conversations with 
each child are critical for 

literacy development
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What IS reading, anyway?

What IS reading, anyway?

What skills did you use to read?
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What skills did you use to read?

▪ Abstract thinking (being able to picture 

what the words represent)

▪ Connection with background knowledge

▪ Attention

▪ Tracking, left to right

▪ Letter and letter sound recognition

▪ Short-term memory

▪ Long-term memory

▪ Vocabulary (understanding what words 

mean)

▪ Decoding skills

▪ Sight word knowledge

Reading is like baking a cake

1 2 3 4

5 6 7 8

”The skills, knowledge, and 
attitudes that are developmental 

precursors to reading and writing”

– Whitehurst & Lonigan (1998)

Emergent literacy
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Video Observation

What did you notice?

Stages of literacy development 
for preschoolers
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Early preschool (age 3) 

Kids usually begin to:
▪ explore books independently

▪ listen to longer books that are read aloud

▪ retell a familiar story

▪ sing the alphabet song with prompting and cues

▪ make symbols that resemble writing

▪ recognize the first letter in their name

▪ learn that writing is different from drawing a picture

▪ imitate the action of reading a book aloud

Source: Nemours Brightstart! 

https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/milestones.html

Late preschool (age 4) 

Kids usually begin to:
▪ recognize familiar signs and labels

▪ recognize words that rhyme

▪ name some of the letters of the alphabet

▪ recognize the letters in their names

▪ write their names

▪ name beginning letters or sounds of words

▪ match some letters to their sounds

▪ develop awareness of syllables

▪ use familiar letters to try writing words

▪ understand that print is read from left to right

▪ retell stories that have been read to them

Source: Nemours Brightstart! 

https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/milestones.html

Kindergarten (age 5) 

Kids usually begin to:
▪ produce words that rhyme

▪ match some spoken and written words

▪ write some letters, numbers, and words

▪ recognize some familiar words in print

▪ predict what will happen next in a story

▪ identify initial, final, and middle sounds in short 

words

▪ identify and manipulate increasingly smaller sounds 

in speech

▪ understand concrete definitions of some words

▪ read simple words in isolation and in context 

▪ retell the main idea, identify details, and arrange 

story events in sequence
Source: Nemours Brightstart! 

https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/milestones.html
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So how do we teach reading 
in preschool? 

Anything that inspires 
you to speak, sing, and 

interact with the 
children in your care

Literacy experiences

Literacy Experiences

Anything that exposes children to language
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1. Talking

2. Singing

3. Reading 

4. Writing 

5. Playing

The six essential skills 

1. Love of reading (“Print Motivation”)

2. Understanding why to read and how to handle books 

(“Print Awareness”)

3. Alphabet letter names and sounds (“Letter Knowledge”)

4. Knowing a lot of different kinds of words (“Vocabulary”)

5. Hearing and playing with the smaller sounds of words 

(“Phonological Awareness”)

6. Telling stories, making predictions, 

describing events (“Narrative skills”)

What are the best kinds of books
for preschoolers?
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Singalong books

Read ✓
Sing ✓
Play ✓

Reading Aloud

Case Study: A Hole in the Bottom of the Sea
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What did you notice?
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Rhyming books, cumulative books, 
books with repeated texts

Phonological awareness ✓
Narrative skills ✓

Confidence ✓

Essential skill #1:
Love of reading 
(“Print Motivation”)

How?
This book is so much fun!

How?
Shows we can use books to 
get information.

Essential skill #2: 
Understanding why to read and 
how to handle books (“Print 
Awareness”)
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How?
Names of animals
Unusual words 

Essential skill #3: 
Hearing a lot of different 
kinds of words 
(“Vocabulary”)

How?
Rhyming

Essential skill #4: 
Hearing and playing with 
the smaller sounds of words 
(“Phonological Awareness”)

How?
Cumulative story encourages 
children to make predictions

Essential skill #5: 
Telling stories, making 
predictions, describing 
events (“Narrative skills”)
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Singalong books: A Hole in the Bottom of the Sea

Daily Activities Essential skills

Talking
Singing ✓
Reading ✓
Writing 
Playing 

1. Print Motivation ✓

2. Print Awareness ✓

3. Letter Knowledge

4. Vocabulary ✓

5. Phonological Awareness ✓

6. Narrative Skills ✓

Bonus skills

• Gross motor skills

• Holds Attention

• Listening skills 

• Following directions

Extension activity ideas
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Diverse, inclusive & global books

Positive sense of self ✓
Understanding of others ✓

Picture Walk

Case study: A Gift for Amma
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Daily Activities Essential skills

Talking ✓
Singing
Reading ✓
Writing 
Playing

1. Print Motivation ✓

2. Print Awareness ✓

3. Letter Knowledge

4. Vocabulary ✓

5. Phonological Awareness

6. Narrative Skills

Diverse, inclusive & global books: A Gift for Amma

Extension activity ideas

Poll!
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Wordless books & story cards

Expressive language ✓
Creativity ✓

Case Study: Build-a-Story Cards: Magical Castle
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Character

Object
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Setting
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Wordless books & story cards: Build-a-Story Magical Castle

Daily Activities Essential skills

Talking ✓
Singing
Reading 
Writing ✓
Playing ✓

1. Print Motivation ✓

2. Print Awareness 

3. Letter Knowledge

4. Vocabulary ✓

5. Phonological Awareness

6. Narrative Skills ✓

Letter Knowledge

n   h

Nonfiction Books

Curiosity ✓
Factual Knowledge ✓
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Poll!

Dialogic Reading

Case Study: Count on Us
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Nonfiction book: Count on Us

Daily Activities Essential skills

Talking ✓
Singing
Reading ✓
Writing 
Playing

1. Print Motivation ✓

2. Print Awareness ✓

3. Letter Knowledge ✓

4. Vocabulary ✓

5. Phonological Awareness

6. Narrative Skills ✓

Extension activity ideas

Source: joyfullearning.com

Preschool Literacy Resources

▪ Barefoot Books

▪ Reading Rockets

▪ Colorado Libraries for Early Literacy

▪ Annie E. Casey Foundation

▪ Nemours Reading Bright Start 

▪ Make Way for Books

▪ Every Child Ready to Read
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