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A Closer Look at the Ecosystem Elements 

Guidance for Safe and Responsive Climate 
 

 

What is it? 
This element looks at the overall social and emotional quality of classrooms, 
the relationships between teachers and children, the expression of emotions, 
and how teachers establish and promote a positive climate for learning 
through their daily interactions with children. To create a safe and responsive 
climate, teachers make connections with children, respond to their needs, 
interests, and ideas, and take every opportunity to build trust and provide 
reassurance, to develop the nurturing relationships that support learning.    
 

 

Why does it matter? 

Research indicates that relationships with caring, responsive adults, and positive experiences in the first years of life 
build strong brain architecture, leading to children’s joy-filled learning and healthy development. A child’s brain 
construction can be severely affected by adverse experiences and trauma. A loving, nurturing adult can serve as a 
very powerful antidote against this. Children learn and thrive in spaces where they feel safe, included, loved, and 
connected, where they are a part of a classroom community. In the absence of loving, supportive, and responsive 
interactions, there can be no effective and meaningful support of language and literacy development. 
 

What does it look like? 

 

In settings with a safe and responsive climate, adults and children use warm, calm voices, and respectful language; smile often 

and show positive affect; engage in positive, supported exchanges that indicate the existence of nurturing relationships; and 

enjoy being together!  

Adults Children 

Infant & Toddlers: 

¶ Use child-directed speech (sing-song tone) 

For all children Birth-5, adults:  

¶ Make eye contact, stay in close proximity and at child’s 

level, and use gentle touch in consistent and encouraging 

ways 

¶ Greet every child at the door, by name 

¶ Acknowledge all children’s attempts to communicate—

verbal & non-verbal, and in any language 

¶ Respond to children’s feelings and needs and provide 

comfort and encouragement 

¶ When issues or conflicts occur, use strategies to honor 

feelings, calm, and support each child/adult to ensure an 

ongoing connection. (e.g., when teacher sees a child crying 

and stomping her feet, the teacher uses a mirror to help the 

child see her expression and helps her name her feelings, “I 

feel frustrated” and teaches a breathing exercise to calm 

down) 

¶ Give attention, build and expand on child’s interests 

¶ Encourage and comfort their peers (e.g. a young toddler 

pats a crying peer on the back) 

¶ Call each other by name  

¶ Show confidence and take risks 

¶ Participate actively in the life of the classroom, and 

positively and regularly interact with teacher(s) and 

other children:  

o Approach one another to enter into 

conversation or engage in play  

o Engage playfully with other children  

o Approach teacher to meet needs, ask 

questions, express feelings, or engage in 

conversation 

o Initiate hugs with teachers  

¶ Communicate and express their feelings, emotions, 

needs, and desires.  
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Practice in Action  

*Scan the URL codes or use the links to view video exemplars of this ecosystem element. 

Infants: 
Arrival 

 

 
https://www.coxcam
pus.org/app/resourc
elibrary/detail/57d9a
42156088806bcab3

60b 

Infants:  
Meal Time 

 

 
https://www.coxcamp
us.org/app/resourceli
brary/detail/57d9a421
56088806bcab360c 

Young Toddlers:  
Story Time 

 

 
 

https://www.coxcampus
.org/app/resourcelibrary
/detail/57d9a42156088

806bcab360a 
 

Older Toddlers: 
Responsive Interactions 

to Calm a Child 

 
https://www.coxcam
pus.org/app/resourc
elibrary/detail/57d9a
42156088806bcab36

0e 
 

Preschool/Pre-K:  
Responsive 

Interactions after nap 

 
https://youtu.be/LyI

A1dY-vCw 

 

Connected Cox Campus Courses and Resources 

Courses  Infants and Toddlers  Preschool/Pre-K  

 Build My Brain, Power of Language;  
TALK with Me; READ with Me Parts 1 & 2; 
Rhyme with Me; Talk with Me Baby;  
 

Build My Brain; Meaningful Conversations; 
Transforming Story Time;  
Supporting DLLs Right from the Start; Connecting 
the Dots for DLLs throughout the Preschool Day; 
Trauma-informed Practices (TIP) 
 

Resources Visit coxcampus.org and navigate to the Resource Library. Search--> Responsive Interactions.  
One resource to check out is the “Guide for Responsive Interactions Throughout the Day” 
 

 

Reflect     

¶ Does our classroom feel safe, joyful, nurturing and loving?  

¶ How effective am I in building relationships with each child? What evidence do I have? How can I improve? 

¶ How do children engage with each other? How effective am I in supporting children as they build connections 
and caring relationships with their peers? What evidence do I have of this? How can I improve?  

¶ Make a few 5-minute audio recordings of yourself talking with children throughout the day. What tone of voice do 
I use? Do other adults use? Do children use? How are children responding to my tone?  

¶ Next, take a few 5-minute video samples. Notice your body language (eye contact, expression, motion, smiling, 
touching), the body language of other adults in the room, and children’s body language. How do children engage 
with each other? What messages are children getting from these non-verbal communication moves? How do 
you feel about what you see? Is there anything you want to intentionally act upon related to your current tone 
and body language? 

¶ How do I encourage children to take risks and try new things?  
 
 
 

https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360c
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360c
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360c
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360c
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360a
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360a
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360a
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360a
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360e
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360e
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360e
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360e
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360e
https://youtu.be/LyIA1dY-vCw
https://youtu.be/LyIA1dY-vCw
file:///C:/Users/mdeaton/Downloads/GuideforResponsiveInteractionsThroughouttheDay-3f4c2e84-04e5-47f1-a659-715446a64899.pdf
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Learn More 

¶ Day to Day the Relationship Way: Creating Responsive Programs for Infants and Toddlers by Wittmer, 
Donna S. Wittmer and Alice Sterling Honig 

¶ Creating Caring Communities in Early Childhood Contexts by Garnett S. Booker III, Chapter 6 of Advancing 
Equity & Embracing Diversity in Early Childhood Education, edited by Iliana Alanís & Iheoma U. Iruka 

¶ Responsive Classroom https://www.responsiveclassroom.org/ 

¶ Conscious Discipline https://consciousdiscipline.com/ 
  

https://www.responsiveclassroom.org/
https://consciousdiscipline.com/
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A Closer Look at the Ecosystem Elements 

Guidance for Culturally Responsive and Preserving Environment 
 

What is it? 

An early learning classroom does not exist in isolation of a larger sociocultural whole. To make 
learning experiences more relevant and to foster children’s critical capacity to share their lives 
and our world, an early learning environment must take into account children’s cultures, prior 
experiences, and frames of references. In culturally responsive and preserving classrooms, 
teachers create equity as they value and integrate children’s cultures, languages, history, 
abilities, interests, and identity, and engage authentically with all children, and their families 
and communities. Teachers support children to develop confidence and pride in their identity, 
to acknowledge and celebrate diversity, to recognize unfairness, and build skills to reject 
injustice. Teachers also examine their own identities and reflect on potential biases that might 

interfere with how they perceive, treat, and interact with children and families.  
 
To create a culturally responsive and preserving environment, teachers systematically and authentically weave 
aspects of children and families’ cultures into the curriculum, activities, and environment, so all children see 
themselves reflected in it, as they also learn to appreciate and take joy in diversity and differences in others. They 
encourage even the youngest children to consider what can and should be changed in communities (classroom and 
more broadly) to create a more kind, fair, and just world.    
 
Why does it matter? 
Culture plays a critical role in shaping children’s thinking about themselves and the world, about who they are and 
who they want to become. Affirmation of children’s linguistic and cultural backgrounds contributes to their sense of 
identity, and promotes equity, agency, and the development of empathy in all children.  All children benefit from being 
made visible and included in all classroom activities. Expecting excellence in and for every child, making explicit 
connections to their cultural background, and lifting up their community’s cultural wealth supports children as they 
continue to develop their skills, identity, and capacity to thrive and contribute.   
 
We live in a world where all children do not have the same opportunities to become all they want to become. Social 

inequities and injustices undermine healthy development in all children. This element is shaped by our firm belief that 

all children can achieve all they are capable of and that together, all of us can construct a better world.  

 
What does it look like? 

Planning & Teaching 

¶ Lesson plans include opportunities to explore identity— yourself, friends in the classroom, and other people in the world 

¶ Information from families about their culture and language is systematically collected across the site (e.g. site uses the 

Family Language and Culture Survey) and used to inform a Classroom Language Plan 

¶ Staff frequently research and learn about characteristics and issues relating to the cultural backgrounds of children in 

their classrooms and families 

¶ Elements relating to children’s languages and cultures are consistently integrated in daily routines and curriculum (e.g. 

good morning songs/greetings in different languages, words, phrases, and songs in children’s first languages) 

¶ Planned and informal opportunities to talk about similarities and differences between people from a strengths-based 

approach are included 

¶ Adults engage in ongoing reflection of their own views, ideas, and perspectives as non-neutral to examine their own 

stance and explore opportunities for personal growth 
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¶ Teachers engage with children in conversations about how things could be made better, kinder, and more fair in and 

beyond the classroom and create opportunities for them to leverage their voices to move toward those changes in child-

initiated ways 

¶ Teachers rethink roles, rules, and practices to be more inclusive, fair, and meaningful, e.g., solve problems in classroom 

using peace talks   

Physical Environment 

¶ Music, books (including family or teacher made books) and materials that reflect children’s families and/or cultures are 

present 

¶ Photographs and posters reflecting children’s cultures, families, and languages are visible 

¶ Real objects that children recognize from their own home and culture (e.g. food packaging in dramatic play, writing 

utensils in the writing center, fabric scraps in the art area) are present 

¶ Books (family or teacher made or otherwise) in the first languages of children and that reflect the cultures of the children 

in the classroom are evident 

¶ Connections with the community are evident in the environment 

Teacher/child/family Interactions 

¶ Teachers pronounce children’s names correctly and use a few words in their first languages 

¶ Family partnerships are evident in the classroom (e.g. sharing songs through audio recordings, visiting the classroom 

either in-person or virtually to share family recipes and stories, teach cultural games or share stories in first language) 

¶ Teachers and children have conversations with one another to learn more about each other, their cultures, and 

languages 

¶ Teachers talk with children about the diversity represented within the group and provide children with rich vocabulary 

about human differences and sameness. 

¶  Together with community, children and teachers work to stand up for things children believe in, for real and purposeful 

change 

 

Practice in Action  

 

*Scan the URL codes or use the links to view video exemplars of this ecosystem element. 

Classroom set of 

All About Me 

Books co-created 

by children and 

families

 
 

Julie plays with tamal 

wrappers and a tortilla 

warmer in the 

dramatic play area 

  

Greeting Song in 

First Languages: 

Morning Meeting 

 

Pre-K children share 

during morning 

meeting that they are 

sad that there is not a 

swing on their 

playground that is easy 

for their friend with 

cerebral palsy to use. 

The teacher supports 

them to research swing 

options and create a 

collective, illustrated 

letter to the site director 

requesting one. The 

swing is installed on 

the playground. 

Book that features 

Korean characters by a 

Korean author, shared 

in a classroom with 

Korean children. Books 

that represent a variety 

of perspectives 

included in classroom 

library. 
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Connected Cox Campus Courses and Resources 

Courses  Infants and Toddlers Preschool/Pre-K  

 Build My Brain, Power of Language;  
Talk with Me, Read with Me,  
Talk with Me Baby 
 

Meaningful Conversations, Supporting DLLs 
Right from the Start, Connecting the Dots for 
DLLs Throughout the Preschool Day 
 

Resources  Visit coxcampus.org and navigate to the Resource Library. Check out the resource I Can 
See Myself: Creating Environments that Reflect Children’s First Languages and 
Cultures.Use the Family Language Culture Survey, available in English and Spanish, to learn 
more about the languages and cultures in your classroom. 
 

 

Reflect    

¶ How do I support children to talk about their own identities and to share them with one another? 

¶ Do I have a systematic way of gathering information about and understanding the various cultures and 
languages represented in my classroom? How can I grow in my understanding? 

¶ How do I plan for and build interactions around children’s lives and interests in authentic and personal 

ways? Are all children represented in the classroom? Who is missing? What can I do to be more 

intentional? 

¶ How culturally responsive and preserving is my book collection? What will I add? 

¶ How am I partnering with families to build a culturally responsive and preserving learning environment? 

¶ How am I working to promote a caring classroom community where members value diversity and 
differences and know how to talk about them together? What specific steps will I take to intentionally support 
a more equitable and just world for each child and their family?  

¶ How might my intersecting social identities (e.g., race, gender, language) and my bias influence my work 
with and support of young children and their families? How can I take action to uncover these biases and 
address them in justice-based ways? 

¶ How am I supporting children to value one another and work together for a more just world? 
 

Learn More 

¶ Advancing Equity & Embracing Diversity in Early Childhood Education, Elevating Voices in Action, edited by 
Iliana AlanÍs & Iheoma U. Iruka. (NAEYC) 

¶ Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors video, Rudine Sims Bishop (Reading Rockets)  
¶ Reflecting on Anti-bias Education in Action: The Early Years—A film by Debbie Lee Kennan, John Nimmo 

and Filiz Efe McKinney 
¶ Supporting Language: Culturally Rich Dramatic Play, NAEYC 

¶ Responding to Linguistic and Cultural Diversity Recommendations for Effective Early Childhood Education” 
A position statement of the National Association for the Education of Young Children 

¶ Teaching and Learning in a Diverse World: Multicultural Education for Young Children by Patricia G. 
Ramsey  

¶ Spotlight on Young Children: Equity and Diversity, Editors: Cristina Gillanders and Rosella Procopio 
(NAEYC) 

¶ NAEYC Developmentally Appropriate Practice, 4th edition, Fall 2021. Includes implicit bias and neuroscience   
 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=windows%2C+mirrors%2C+door
https://www.antibiasleadersece.com/the-film-reflecting-on-anti-bias-education-in-action/
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/tyc/dec2017/supporting-language-culturally-rich-dramatic-play
https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/position-statements/PSDIV98.PDF#:~:text=Recognize%20that%20all%20children%20are,and%20culture%20of%20their%20home.&text=Teachers%20must%20build%20upon%20children's,skills%20in%20early%20childhood%20programs
https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/position-statements/PSDIV98.PDF#:~:text=Recognize%20that%20all%20children%20are,and%20culture%20of%20their%20home.&text=Teachers%20must%20build%20upon%20children's,skills%20in%20early%20childhood%20programs
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A Closer Look at the Ecosystem Elements  

Guidance for Consistent Routines, Rituals, and Transitions 
 

What is it? 
This element looks for evidence of established routines, comforting rituals, and well-planned 
transitions in classrooms. A child’s day is filled with Routines –arrival time, cleanup time, or 
naptime – that provide a sense of order in the events to come. Rituals, such as starting each 
day with a welcoming greeting song, make everyday moments special. They deepen 
connections, create community, and build an inclusive culture of belonging. Transitions are 
those inevitable moments when children move from one activity to another, for example, from 
centers to small groups, or from outdoor play to lunch.  Rooted in care, connection, and 
predictability, these practices all contribute to give children a sense of security and stability, 
and support their learning, independence and confidence. 
 

Why is it important? 

Consistent routines, rituals, and transitions provide a framework for children’s expectations throughout the day.  This 
reduces their anxiety and stress, and allows them to focus on being challenged, supported, and connected. Learning 
takes place in the context of responsive interactions, where all routines and activities build and support language 
development, throughout the day, every day. Consistent rituals, routines, and transitions are necessary for all 
children and especially critical for those who have experienced or are experiencing a range of traumas and adverse 
childhood experiences. As nurturing relationships develop, children feel safe to explore and take risks. In spaces 
where these supports are offered, young children develop agency, leadership, and creativity.  
 

What does it look like? 

Adults Children 

¶ Set clear, developmentally appropriate expectations which children value, 

understand, and can follow 

¶ Mark routine moments (e.g. diaper changing, handwashing, etc.) with 
predictable and joyful songs and meaningful conversations 

¶ Create rituals to honor and celebrate children and build positive 
relationships in the classroom community (e.g., wishing absent friends well 
during morning meeting, celebrating birthdays by inviting children to share 
something they like about the birthday child, singing a baby's favorite song 
as you lay them in the crib for nap time)  

¶ Consistently use rituals so children can grow to expect them, fostering a 

sense of security and belonging 

¶ Prepare materials in advance to minimize the time children spend sitting 

and waiting 

¶ Coordinate with each other and divide roles and responsibilities so that 

rituals and routines are consistent (a teacher is with the children on the 

carpet while the other teacher is meeting, greeting, and connecting with 

families during arrivals) 

¶ Use visual schedule, timers, clean up songs, and other means to signal 
transitions and routines like handwashing, preparing for nap, entering the 
classroom in the morning, having lunch, etc. 

¶ Make use of movement from one activity to another as a learning 
opportunity (e.g.  engaging in a phonological awareness activity as you line 
up. . . if you have a sound like __ at the beginning of your name, stand up 
and head over to wash your hands) 

¶ Exercise agency, know what to 
expect, how to access materials, and 
engage with their peers 

¶ Anticipate and easily follow the 
classroom process, with minimal 
direction from teachers 

¶ Move around the classroom in 
purposeful ways that reflect their 
interests, needs, and choices. They 
collaborate with others, choosing 
from many possible activities and 
materials for connection-building, 
play-filled learning experiences. 

¶ Actively engage and participate in 
classroom rituals  
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Practice in Action 

*Scan the URL codes or use the links to view video exemplars of this ecosystem element. 

Infants: Arrival 
(ritual) 

 

 
https://www.cox
campus.org/app
/resourcelibrary/
detail/57d9a421
56088806bcab3
60b 

Infants: Diaper 
Change (routine) 

 

 
 

https://www.coxca
mpus.org/app/reso
urcelibrary/detail/59
81fe8bd36fa7d500

83cc65 

Older Toddler: 
Transition 

  

 
https://www.cox
campus.org/app
/resourcelibrary/
detail/57d9a421
56088806bcab3

60d 
 

Preschool/PreK:

Morning Meeting 
(ritual) 

 
https://youtu.be/D

nYUjUzw3Ro 
 
 
 

Preschool/Pre-K: 

Closing Circle 
(ritual) 

 
 

https://youtu.be/k
Omf9xiIHCg%20h 

 

Preschool/PreK: 
Transition/Routine 

 

 
 

https://youtu.be/W7
CPmCOdgVU 

  
 

 

Connected Cox Campus Courses and Resources 

Courses  Infants and Toddlers Preschool/Pre-K  

 An Ecosystem Approach to Developing Young Children’s Language and Literacy – B5; 
embedded content in various courses, including Connecting the Dots for DLLs throughout 
the Preschool Day.   

Resources  ¶ Rollins Rhyme Collection, Morning Meeting (resource for infants and toddlers), GREET 
Me Poster, Supporting DLLs with Visuals During Transitions, Transition Activity Songs 

 

Reflect    

¶ How do I encourage children to take risks and try new things? How can I be more systematic in this? 

¶ What routines and rituals do I consistently use to support children as they move from one activity to 
another?  

¶ How can I increasingly infuse routine moments like diaper changing or handwashing with predictable and 
joyful interactions such as songs, finger plays, and rich language interactions? 

¶ How do I add additional supports to help children be successful in transitions (visuals, songs, props, words 
in first language, modeling expectations, teaching the language of the classroom)? 

¶ Do I consistently know what I'm about to do, have a plan, and have the resources and materials ready to 
help me be responsive and support language development? What small next steps can I take tomorrow? 

¶ How do and will I build rituals children come to expect that celebrate children, build positive relationships, 
and foster a sense of security and belonging? 
 

Learn More 

¶ Rituals and Routines: Supporting Infants and Toddlers and their Families by L. Gillespie and S. Petersen, 
from Young Children, September 2012, NAEYC.  

¶ Responsive Classroom https://www.responsiveclassroom.org/ 

¶ Conscious Discipline https://consciousdiscipline.com/ 

¶ Rituals and Traditions: Fostering a Sense of Community in Preschool by J. Howell & K. Reinhard (NAEYC) 

¶ I Love You Rituals by Becky A. Bailey, Ph.D. (in English & Spanish) 

https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360b
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/5981fe8bd36fa7d50083cc65
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/5981fe8bd36fa7d50083cc65
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/5981fe8bd36fa7d50083cc65
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/5981fe8bd36fa7d50083cc65
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/5981fe8bd36fa7d50083cc65
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360d
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360d
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360d
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360d
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360d
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab360d
https://youtu.be/DnYUjUzw3Ro
https://youtu.be/DnYUjUzw3Ro
https://youtu.be/kOmf9xiIHCg
https://youtu.be/kOmf9xiIHCg
https://youtu.be/W7CPmCOdgVU
https://youtu.be/W7CPmCOdgVU
https://www.responsiveclassroom.org/
https://consciousdiscipline.com/
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A Closer Look at the Ecosystem Elements 

Guidance for Children as Conversational Partners 
 

What is it? 
This element focuses on the support of children’s language development and 
comprehension. Oral language is made up of receptive (listening) and expressive 
(speaking) components. Long before they can express themselves, young children begin 
to understand what is being said. This is known as receptive language.  Once they begin 
to say sounds, words, and sentences in their language, they are developing their 
expressive language. Children who are exposed to more than one language are very 

capable of learning and developing skills in each of the languages they hear. An important part of oral language 
development is acquiring vocabulary. Children develop strong language skills, including vocabulary, through their 
interactions with others. In this element, teachers and other adults engage children intentionally in back-and-forth 
conversations to promote language and vocabulary development, comprehension, and critical thinking.  This includes 
intentional interactions as teachers read books with children.   
 
Why does it matter? 
Oral language is a significant predictor of reading ability and strongly connected to the development of children’s 
cognition or thinking skills. Language includes a variety of skills, such as the abilities to comprehend words, put 
words together to form phrases and sentences, and use words appropriately in different social contexts. Through 
language, we express our knowledge, ideas, and feelings, and make meaning of our world. It provides a foundation 
for communication and social interaction. In the midst of their responsive interactions with others, and engagement 
as true conversational partners, children develop a voice, and use language and critical thinking skills to express 
themselves and advocate for themselves and others.   
 
Reading aloud with young children promotes the development of early language and literacy skills. Interactive read 
alouds, where teachers ask open-ended questions and use think-alouds and children are encouraged to make 
predictions, have been found to increase children’s vocabulary, language development, listening comprehension 
skills, and overall literacy development.  

What does it look like?   

Planning 

¶ Lesson plans include focus words and intentional opportunities for meaningful conversation, including during shared 
reading experiences (TIPS, START, REAL Time) 

In the classroom  

¶ Teachers’ and children’s voices are heard during all parts of the day, including transitions, mealtimes, and outdoor play 

¶ Teachers engage children in conversation in ways that facilitate concept development, meaning-making, predicting, 
critical thinking, authentic inquiry, and problem-solving 

Adults Children 

¶ Are on the child’s level, and use a positive tone of voice, intentional touch, and 
eye contact 

¶ Effectively use the TALK strategy: 
o Tune in to the child 
o Ask closed or open-ended questions, as developmentally 

appropriate.  
o Lift language by: using language to describe what they are doing 

and what children are doing; modeling well-formed sentences, using 
rich vocabulary; and building on and extending children’s responses 

o Engage with children in frequent back and forth exchanges  

¶ Initiate and respond according to 
where they are developmentally, 
with gazes, gestures, coos, 
babbles, one-
word, complete sentences in 
English or in their first language  

¶ Engage in developmentally 
appropriate conversations with 
their peers (e. g., infants coo at 
one another, toddlers use 1-2 
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¶ Honor all attempts children make to communicate, in any language 

¶ Use intentional supports in their conversations with dual language learners 
(e.g., first language, either/or questions, gestures, visuals, offer additional wait 
time, etc.) 

¶ Engage children in conversation to facilitate concept development, meaning-
making, predicting, critical thinking, authentic inquiry, and problem-solving   

¶ During shared reading experiences: 
o Explain vocabulary by pointing, acting out, and telling child-friendly 

definitions   
o Use think-alouds to promote critical thinking,  
o Ask questions 
o Support and extend children’s responses 

 

words as they roll a ball back and 
forth, preschool children discus 
their plans for building a castle in 
the block area) 

 

 

Practice in Action  

*Scan the URL codes or use the links to view video exemplars of this ecosystem element. 

Infants 

 

 
https://www.coxcampus.

org/app/resourcelibrary/

detail/57d9a4215608880

6bcab3604 

Young Toddlers 

 

 
https://www.coxcampu

s.org/app/resourcelibra

ry/detail/57d9a421560

88806bcab3605 

Older Toddlers 

 

 
https://www.coxcamp

us.org/app/resourceli

brary/detail/57d9a421

56088806bcab3607 

Preschool/Pre-K 

 

 
https://www.coxcamp

us.org/app/resourceli

brary/detail/57d9a420

56088806bcab35d7 

Preschool/Pre-K 
DLLs 

 
https://youtu.be/2zBN

E63co44 
 

 

Connected Cox Campus Courses and Resources 

Courses  Infants and Toddlers Preschool/Pre-K  

 Power of Language; TALK with Me; Talk 
with Me, Baby!   

Power of Language; Meaningful 
Conversations; Supporting DLLS Right from 
the Start;   

Resources  Visit coxcampus.org and navigate to the Resource Library. Filter by Strategy “TALK.” Also 
check out “Stages of Second Language Learning and Supports” to learn more about 
supporting Dual Language Learners oral language development. 

 

Reflect   

¶ How am I fostering an environment where children are engaged in meaningful conversations with one 
another? With adults? What opportunities can I expand and foster to make this more frequent and meaning-
filled? 

¶ How am I welcoming, eliciting and celebrating child expression? What opportunities do I have to grow? 

¶ How are children advocating for themselves and others? (even when children are in the earliest stages of 
language development and cannot yet talk) 

https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3604
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3604
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3604
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3604
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3605
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3605
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3605
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3605
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3607
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3607
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3607
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42156088806bcab3607
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d7
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d7
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d7
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d7
https://youtu.be/2zBNE63co44
https://youtu.be/2zBNE63co44
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¶ Do children respond to questions from their teachers and peers in developmentally appropriate ways? Do 
they ask questions?  How will I support them to ask their own questions and respond to questions 
(especially to open-ended questions for Older Toddlers-Pre-K children)? 

¶ How am I using shared reading experiences of both fiction and non-fiction texts as opportunities for 
meaningful conversations? What next steps can I take to support these meaningful conversations with 
children and alongside of books? 

 
Learn More 

¶ Talk to Me, Baby! How You Can Support Young Children’s Language Development by Betty Bardige  

¶  Taking Delight in Words: Using Oral Language to Build Young Children's Vocabularies by Isabel Beck, 
Margaret McKeown, Linda Kucan 

¶ Raising a Talker: Easy Activities for Birth to Age 3 by Renate Zangl 

¶ Equitable Learning Opportunities for Young Bilingual Children: Strategies to Promote Oral Language 
Development by Dina C. Castro and Ximena Franco, from Advancing Equity & Embracing Diversity in Early 
Childhood Education, Editors: Illiana Alanís & Iheoma U. Iruka (NAEYC) 

  

https://www.readingrockets.org/article/taking-delight-words-using-oral-language-build-young-childrens-vocabularies


 
 

  14 
 

A Closer Look at the Ecosystem Elements:  

 Guidance for Integrated Planning and Teaching Around an Anchor Book  
 

What is it?  

This element looks at the site’s efforts to develop curricular experiences integrated around a 
culturally preserving, developmentally-appropriate anchor book with repeated reads. In this 
approach, teachers plan and implement activities that connect with a selected book to 
extend learning throughout the day. Focus words and story-related concepts come alive at 
morning meeting, center time, small groups, and transitions, providing children with multiple 
opportunities to continue their engagement with the story and the new content. In addition to 
book characteristics such as complexity of story plot and developmental appropriateness, 
book selection is informed by children’s interests, background, culture, language, and 
experiences. Teachers count on families as valuable partners when considering anchor book 
selection.   
 

Why does it matter?  
When teachers make connections across the day, they support children to develop their comprehension and 
vocabulary, enhance critical thinking skills, and build world knowledge – all while creating meaningful and memorable 
experiences for children. The practice of planning and teaching around anchor books creates opportunities for 
children of all ages to connect with themselves, each other, and their world. As children have the opportunity to 
practice new vocabulary in meaningful ways, their ability to express themselves grows and they can ask more 
questions, communicate their ideas, and advocate for themselves and others more effectively. The selection of 
anchor books is key as children must be surrounded by books where they can see themselves, their culture, and 
their community represented in beautiful, uplifting, and honest ways. This positions them to take part in and transform 
their world!  
 
What does it look like? 

Planning & Environment – Teachers …  

¶ Select anchor books that are developmentally appropriate, culturally preserving, and representative of the children in 

their classrooms and their families 

¶ Use bubble maps to sketch out connected or integrated lesson plans 
¶  Thoughtfully select a few focus words related to the book to reinforce throughout planned activities and informal 

opportunities  

¶ Develop integrated lesson plans using a bubble map with the anchor book at the center and activities that clearly connect 

to the book and to the lives of children (e.g., when reading Corduroy by Don Freeman, the teacher Maria plans to 

transform the housekeeping area into a department store so children can pretend to be costumers, and in a math-

focused small group, children will sort buttons by size and arrange into patterns; teacher Kris reads a book about birds 

with the toddlers in her class and points out birds with them and makes connections to the story and what they learned to 

together about birds during outside time);  

¶ Transform the physical environment to support connections with the theme & anchor book, e.g., post focus words, add 

materials that relate to the story to centers; display children’s work that connects to story content or vocabulary  

¶ In exemplary cases, teachers across classrooms at the site coordinate their efforts for interactions around the anchor 

book (e.g., a school wide post-office is set up when the preschool/pre-k is reading Letter to Amy) 

Interactions – Teachers …  

¶ Use focus words in meaningful ways and encourage children to do the same in their conversations throughout the day 

(e.g., Teacher might say: “Alia is determined to go down the slide, just like Corduroy was determined to find his button!” 

or preschooler Armando says:  “I’m determined to build a giant castle out of blocks, I’m not giving up.”) 
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¶ Use opportunities throughout the day to extend book-related content, e.g., after reading a book about birds, you point our 

birds on the playground and make connections to the story. 

  
 
 
Practice in Action  
 
*Scan the URL codes or use the links to view video exemplars of this ecosystem element. 

Infant/Young Toddlers 

 

Example bubble map 

planning tool: 

 

 
 

Link for more details: 

https://www.coxcampus.o

rg/app/resourcelibrary/det

ail/6132a2d2e6c1fb0029

d69e78 

 

Older Toddlers 

Picture of focus book (Wheels at 

Work: Emergency), focus words 

(translated into the various 

languages represented in this 

classroom), and a connected 

activity from a toddler classroom: 

 

 
 

 
 

Video Example of 

Planning around an 

Anchor Book 

 

 
 

https://youtu.be/8ex0N

HVOy80 

 

 

 

Preschool/Pre-K 
Examples: 

Small group art activity 
connected to story book 

https://youtu.be/QR5b2
Rt7VT8 

Class acts out the story 
Oscar is Cold using 

props: 
 

 

 

Connected Cox Campus Courses and Resources 

Courses  Infants and Toddlers Preschool/Pre-K  

Note: Most 
courses on CC B5 
have some 
content relevant to 
this element.   

TALK with Me 
Read with Me, Parts 1 and 2  
 

Power of Language; Transforming Story time; Building 
World Knowledge;  
Supporting DLLs Right from the Start;  
Connecting the Dots for DLLs Throughout the Preschool 
Day 

Resources  Visit coxcampus.org and navigate to the Resource Library--> Filter by “Topic” and choose “Extension 
Activity” to find many examples of connections across the day. 
 

https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/6132a2d2e6c1fb0029d69e78
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/6132a2d2e6c1fb0029d69e78
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/6132a2d2e6c1fb0029d69e78
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/6132a2d2e6c1fb0029d69e78
https://youtu.be/8ex0NHVOy80
https://youtu.be/8ex0NHVOy80
https://youtu.be/QR5b2Rt7VT8
https://youtu.be/QR5b2Rt7VT8
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Reflect    

¶ How am I exploring questions and topics with children that matter to them today and across their lives? How can 
I be even more intentional that topics and books that I share with children reflect and matter in their own lives and 
in the real world?  How can I attend to children’s interests, identities, and communities as I select books and 
resources to share? 

¶ How can I leverage anchor books to develop more meaningful lesson plans that offer multiple opportunities for 
children to engage and inquire with children, exploring with the main idea, concepts, and vocabulary of the anchor 
book and the meaning they make of it for their lives? 

¶ How are connections across the day anchored by a focus book evident in my lesson plan? How are they evident 
in the physical environment of my classroom? 

¶ How can I communicate and partner with families so we support each other and their child around the concepts 
and vocabulary of the anchor book both inside and outside of school?  

¶ As I make more connections across the day, what developments am I seeing in children’s engagement, 
expression, vocabulary, and concept development? 

 
Learn More 

Cox Campus Blog: How to Build An Entire Lesson Plan Around a Storybook 
Power of Instruction: Integration of Language, Literacy, and Math across the Day by Judith Schickedanz (NAEYC) 
 

 

  

https://www.coxcampus.org/how-to-build-an-entire-lesson-plan-around-a-storybook/
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A Closer Look at the Ecosystem Elements  

Guidance for Focus on Emergent Literacy  
Building Phonological Awareness, Alphabet Knowledge, Concepts of Print, and Expression Through Writing 

 

What is it?  
This element considers how teachers explicitly plan and provide 
curricular experiences and developmentally appropriate activities to 
support the development of early literacy skills. When there is a focus 
on emergent literacy, teachers promote children’s awareness of the 
sounds of language, recognition of letters, development of concepts of 
print, and expression through writing in the context of play-based 
learning activities.  
 

Phonological awareness refers to the skill of detecting and manipulating sounds in spoken words. Phonemic 
awareness is the most difficult level of phonological awareness, with a focus on individual phonemes, or sounds.  
Each language has a specific sound system. For development of Alphabet Knowledge, teachers expose children to 
the letters of the alphabet, to develop skills for identifying letter names, shapes, and sounds. Print is speech in written 
form. Children develop concepts of print when they begin to understand how written language works. When 
children experience written language in their day to day, they begin to understand that print has meaning.  Finally, 
children’s early expression through writing progresses from making marks and scribbling, to drawing, and 
eventually to forming letters. Children’s developing writing further reflects their understanding of how written 
language works and allows them to begin putting their theories about how language works into practice.  
 
Why does it matter?  
Well-developed skills in phonological awareness (awareness of the sounds of language), alphabet knowledge 
(knowing the letter names), concepts of print (awareness of print and its function) and emergent writing (young 
children’s first attempts to express themselves through writing) contribute significantly to a solid foundation for 
literacy. Phonological/phonemic awareness is critical for learning to read any alphabetic language. Keep in mind that 
not all languages have an alphabet that uses letters to form words, like Mandarin, where characters, and not letters, 
denote a word. Research shows that well-developed phoneme awareness and other phonological skills is a predictor 
of proficient reading and spelling. Children's knowledge of letter names and shapes also strongly predicts their 
success in learning to read. Knowing letter names is strongly related to children's ability to remember the forms of 
written words and their ability to see words as sequences of letters. Reading and writing develop at the same time 
and are closely related. Reading facilitates writing, and learning how to write in turn, improves reading.  
 

What does it look like? 

 

For Infants & Toddlers, teachers …  

¶ Consistently and intentionally expose children all day long to play with the sounds of language through songs, finger 
plays, and rhymes 

¶ Use the TIPS strategy when reading rhythm & rhyme books 

¶ Sing a special song as children arrive or during a routine activity (e.g. sings Wheels on the Bus during a diaper change.  

¶ Explore concepts of prints in informal ways as they read books with children (e.g., Can you help me turn the page? /Oh, 
the book is upside down, let’s turn it around to read! /Let’s write your name in the sand. I’ll start on this side with a B for 
your name, Beh Say.) 

¶ Offer older toddlers opportunities to explore the letters of the alphabet through play (often using the letters in children’s 
names) (e.g., I hid a letter B, like in Beh Say’s name, somewhere in the room (hold up a B). Let’s search for it) 

¶ Provide opportunities for infants and toddlers to explore writing materials, e.g., crayons, paint, and others 
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For Preschool/Pre-K, teachers …  

¶ Devote a specific time to “PAC Time” each day (See Foundations of Learning to Read course) with connected, 
focused small groups planned throughout the week 

¶ Encourage children’s expression through writing, not tracing or handwriting 

Phonological Awareness – PA 

¶ Reflect a clear skill focus on PA in their lesson plans.  

¶ Use songs, rhymes, and finger plays throughout the day 

¶ Teach Phonological Awareness in a systematic order, separate from letter symbols, with one skill building on 
another (e.g., begin at the word level, moving to the syllable level) 

¶ Focus instruction and activities on manipulation of the sounds of language, rather than on pairing letter sounds with 
letter symbols (which becomes phonics instruction and is not developmentally appropriate) 

¶ Teach PA through interaction and games rather than using a “skill and drill” approach (no flash cards, or  “quizzing); 
e.g., teacher uses a puppet who wants to eat objects that begin with the sound /p/ and children decide what objects 
to feed it (pen, pasta, picture, pig) 

Alphabet Knowledge – AK 

¶ Teach letters and sounds separately (not together like in phonics, which comes after children have developed both 
phonological awareness and alphabet knowledge in English) 

¶ Explore AK in small group and large group experiences and take advantage of transition moments as additional 
opportunities to develop these skills (e.g., If your name begins with an A (hold up an A), stand up and go wash your 
hand) 

¶ Talk about and model how letters are formed (e.g., an “o” looks like a circle. Watch me draw it. Now you try. /A letter 
L has two straight lines. See this one going down and then a little straight line come off the bottom?) 

¶ Afford children opportunities to explore letters independently (e.g., having magnetic letters in the writing center) 

¶ Present multiple letters to explore at a time, as opposed to a “Letter of the Week” approach 

Concepts of Print – CP 

¶ Provide opportunities for children to explore CP through planned experiences (e.g., when writing a morning 
message, the teacher says, “I am going to start right here at the top of the page”) 

¶ Provide opportunities for children to explore CP informally, (e.g. Chance asks the teacher to read a favorite book 
with him during centers. The teacher responds: “Oh, I would love to read this book! Oops! It’s upside down. Let’s 
turn it around and read it together”) 

Emergent Writing – EW 

¶ Make available a variety of writing instruments throughout the classroom (e.g., blue crayons and paper in block area 
to make blue prints, clipboards and pencils to take orders in dramatic play, variety of markers and crayons in art & 
writing areas) 

¶ Offer and encourage engagement in developmentally appropriate, authentic writing experiences that develop 
expression of thoughts, feelings and ideas by building on what children know and care about 

o Whole group routines that demonstrate writing and offer opportunities to co-construct stories;  
o Small group activities that provide guided practice in writing;  
o Daily routines that integrate and celebrate children’s writing accomplishments (sign-in upon arrival, 

labeling drawings, create grocery lists or write prescriptions in dramatic play) 
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Practice in Action  

For Infants & Toddlers 

Rhythm & Rhyme with 
Doris (infants) 

 
https://www.coxcampus.or
g/app/resourcelibrary/deta
il/59820289d36fa7d50083
ce32 
 

Rhythm and Rhyme with 

Young Toddlers 

 
https://www.coxcampus.or

g/app/resourcelibrary/deta

il/59820417d36fa7d50083

ceaa 

 

Rhythm and Rhyme with 
Brooke (older toddlers) 

 
https://www.coxcampus.or
g/app/resourcelibrary/deta
il/59820183d36fa7d50083
cdcf 
 

Rhythm and Rhyme with 
Melissa (older toddlers) 

 
https://www.coxcampus.or
g/app/resourcelibrary/deta
il/598200ebd36fa7d50083
cd6c 
 

For Preschool/Pre-K 

Phonological Awareness Alphabet Knowledge Concepts of Print Emergent Writing 

Sergeant Smarty 

 
https://www.coxcampus.or
g/app/resourcelibrary/deta
il/57d9a42056088806bca
b35e5 
 

Lights Out Letters 

 
https://www.coxcampus.or
g/app/resourcelibrary/deta
il/57d9a42056088806bca
b35d6 
 

Concepts of Print Small 
Group with Kate 

 
https://www.coxcampus.or
g/app/resourcelibrary/deta
il/57d9a42056088806bca
b35d2 
 

Mary’s video: Small Group 
Emergent Writing 

 
https://www.coxcampus.or
g/app/resourcelibrary/deta
il/57d9a42056088806bca
b35e6 
 

 

 

Connected Cox Campus Courses & Resources 

Courses  Infants and Toddlers Preschool/Pre-K  

 Rhyme with Me  Foundations of Learning to Read,  
Emergent Writing  

Resources  Visit coxcampus.org and navigate to the Resource Library. For Preschool/Pre-K, filter by 
Strategy and choose “PAC” or “Emergent Writing.”  
For infants & toddlers, search “Rhyme” and filter by age group.  
Example resources include: Rhythm & Rhyme Nurtures Children’s Development, Rollins 
Rhyme Collection, and Special Features of Great Rhythm and Rhyme Teachers, 
Development of Phonological Awareness in Dual Language Learners. 

 

https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820289d36fa7d50083ce32
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820289d36fa7d50083ce32
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820289d36fa7d50083ce32
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820289d36fa7d50083ce32
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820417d36fa7d50083ceaa
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820417d36fa7d50083ceaa
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820417d36fa7d50083ceaa
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820417d36fa7d50083ceaa
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820183d36fa7d50083cdcf
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820183d36fa7d50083cdcf
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820183d36fa7d50083cdcf
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/59820183d36fa7d50083cdcf
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/598200ebd36fa7d50083cd6c
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/598200ebd36fa7d50083cd6c
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/598200ebd36fa7d50083cd6c
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/598200ebd36fa7d50083cd6c
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35e5
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35e5
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35e5
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35e5
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d6
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d6
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d6
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d6
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d2
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d2
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d2
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35d2
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35e6
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35e6
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35e6
https://www.coxcampus.org/app/resourcelibrary/detail/57d9a42056088806bcab35e6
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Reflect   

¶ How do I use songs, finger plays, and rhymes throughout the day? How will I be more intentional about the 
use of these joy-filled and language rich opportunities throughout the day?  

¶ How do I join with children in exploration of concepts of print in both formal and informal ways? 

¶ How can I use transitions as opportunities to incorporate songs and finger plays & to teach phonological 
awareness & alphabet knowledge? 

¶ How do and will I systematically structure whole group and small group phonological awareness and 
alphabet knowledge activities that are engaging and supportive of each learner? 

¶ How can I support children in my classroom to write for a real purpose in their lives? 
 

Learn More 
So Much More than the ABCs: The Early Phases of Reading and Writing by Judith A. Schickendanz and Molly F. 
Collins 
Transforming Literacy Practices in Preschool by Lea M. McGee 
Learning to Read and Write: Developmentally Appropriate Practices for Young Children, A Joint Position Statement 
by International Reading Association and the National Association for the Education of Young Children 
Learning to Read the World: Language and Literacy in the first three years by Sharon E. Rosenkoetter and Joann 
Knapp-Philo  
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A Closer Look at the Ecosystem Elements:  

Guidance for Observation and Monitoring of Children’s Progress  

What is it? 

This element takes a close look at the site’s policies and practices for monitoring 
children’s developmental progress in all areas (with a focus on language and 
literacy). Following a cyclical process relying heavily on observation, and with 
expected child outcomes in mind, teachers collect information, reflect on where 
children are in their development, and use their findings to inform their caregiving 
and teaching. Teachers also use these opportunities to get to know each child 
better, and to develop the nurturing relationships that support and advance learning.  

Teachers view families as partners in all phases of this process, and seek and value their input and knowledge of 
their children to gain a more comprehensive understanding of their development.   

 
Why does it matter?  
Continuously observing children and systematically assessing their progress allows teachers to have a better 
understanding of how they are learning and the progress they are making toward expected developmental outcomes. 
This allows teachers to take supportive actions, to plan and implement learning experiences that support children 
best. When teachers know what is expected of children in language and literacy development, take the time to 
observe and monitor their progress, and use the information they’ve gathered to refine their teaching, their instruction 
is more effective and in turn, we see more positive outcomes for children. The process also allows teachers to 
identify children who might have additional needs and may require more in-depth professional evaluation or supports. 

What does this look like? 

The Center …  

¶ Uses some form of comprehensive (commercially available, e.g., Teaching Strategies GOLD TSG, Work Sampling 
System WSO or other) assessment system and offers regular professional learning opportunities and support to 
teachers to ensure they use system effectively 

¶ Affords teachers the time, tools, and space (e.g., computer access) needed to complete ratings and other assessment-
related tasks 

¶ Has regularly scheduled opportunities throughout the year for teachers to share and discuss assessment results with 
families 

¶ In exemplary situations, has a designated person who works with teachers consistently on progress monitoring and data 
interpretation to support differentiated classroom practices 

¶ Has a system in place for referrals for children in need of comprehensive evaluations 

Planning and Teaching  - Teachers …  

¶ Designate and indicate specific times for PM on their lesson plans (e.g., plans indicate teacher: will use a matrix to 
monitor understanding of syllable segmentation in a preschool small group; observe and take photos of babies’ 
engagement with their peers during a planned outdoor leaf exploration activity; observe how children respond using a 
checklist during a read aloud) 

¶ Know and use expected child outcomes in language and literacy in the early years 

¶ Observe children regularly across a variety of activities and different parts of the day, using developmentally appropriate 
tools (e.g., observation of how infants communicate; assessment of Preschool/Pre-K children using phonological 
awareness progress monitoring mini tasks) 

¶ Record their observations through objective and accurate anecdotal notes, video/audio recordings, or photographs 

¶ Include samples of children’s work as part of their portfolio and evidence of their progress 
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¶ Use results of their observations to adjust their teaching and determine how small groups are formed (e.g., Teacher Sara 
forms a small group to encourage and reinforce children’s story comprehension through retelling using props; Esteban 
adds supports for DLLs, engages in one-on-one modeling, and provides additional opportunities for practice) 

¶ Make efforts to observe and record DLLs’ progress in English and in their first language – if they don’t speak the child’s 
language, they seek assistance from others in this effort 

¶ Regularly involve families and value their perspective as to their child’s progress (e.g., share photo or video observations 
with families, or set up brief meeting to share and compare notes, act on what you learn from families) 

¶ Schedule regular conferences several times a year to discuss children’s progress, celebrate accomplishments and 
brainstorm concerns 

Practice in Action  

 
Getting to Know Your 

Conversational Partner Checklist: 
14 months 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Post-it anecdotal note collected 
during small group 

 

 
After filming herself doing a small 
group read, Jessica watches the 
video clip and creates a sketch to 
visually represent the way children 
were engaging and responding. 

Connected Cox Campus Courses and Resources 

Courses  Infants and Toddlers Preschool/Pre-K  

Note: Most courses on CC B5 
have embedded PM content.    

Monitoring Children’s Progress in 
the Early Years;  

Monitoring Children’s Progress in the 
Early Years; Supporting DLLs Right from 
the Start;  

Resources  Progress Monitoring Tools:  
Getting to Know Your Conversational Partners (Birth-12 months and 12-36 
months), TALK Checklist, TALK Checklist for DLLs, START Checklist, REAL 
Time Checklist, Emergent Writing Checklist, Dual Language Development in 
Action Observation and Guidance Form, Language Development Profile for 
Infants & Toddlers 

 
Reflect   
 

¶ How consistent am I with observation and systematic progress monitoring? 

¶ How do I use observation and assessment to get to know my children better and develop nurturing 
relationships that support and advance learning? 

¶ How are my observation and progress monitoring efforts informing my understanding of how children are 
learning and the progress they are making toward expected developmental outcomes? 

¶ How do and can I engage families as valued partners and center their expertise about their child in all 
phases of the progress monitoring process? 

¶ How am I using my observation and assessment to inform planning in meaningful ways?  

¶ How can I effectively use audio and video as tools for observation and assessment? 

¶ What challenges am I facing in this area? Who could I reach out to for support? 
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Learn More 

¶ Spotlight on Young Children: Observation and Assessment. Editors: Holly Bohart and Rossella Procopio 
(NAEYC) 

¶ The Power of Observation for Birth through Eight by Judy R. Jablon, Margo L. Dichtelmiller, and Amy Laura 
Dombro 

¶ The Early Years: Observing Language Use to Promote Dual Language Development (WIDA Focus Bulletin) 

¶ “Making Thinking, Learning and Development Visible and Inclusive Through Authentic Assessment” by 
Hilary Seitz, Chapter 15 of Advancing Equity & Embracing Diversity in Early Childhood Education (NAEYC) 

https://wida.wisc.edu/resources/early-years-observing-language-use-promote-dual-language-development
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A Closer Look at the Ecosystem Elements: 

Guidance for Supports for Dual Language Learners  
 

What is it? 
Dual Language Learners (DLLs) or emergent bilinguals, are children learning and 
developing in more than one language. This element is exclusively focused on the 
site’s systematic and integrated efforts to develop an equitable environment that 
support DLLs through practices that enhance their learning and build on their strengths, 
including their first language. Teachers are knowledgeable about dual language 
development and the supports they must put in place to ensure DLLs thrive. Of 
principal importance in these supports is the inclusion and promotion of their first 
language and the encouragement to families to talk, sing, and read with their children in 
their language.      
 
Why is it important? 
Dual language learners benefit from other educational best practices that are effective 

for monolingual children (those developing in only one language) but they need a little more. They benefit most when 
they are educated in bilingual environments or when their first language is included for instructional purposes. 
Research indicates that DLLs learn best when teachers make frequent cross-language connections, and are 
knowledgeable of where children are in the development of all their languages. Furthermore, bilingual development 
has multiple advantages – social, cognitive, academic, and economic – and is a desirable outcome for all children. 
When children’s first language and culture are incorporated in the classroom, their learning takes off! 
 
What does it look like? 

At the Site level  - The Center …  

¶ Has a systematic method in place to identify DLLs and ensure teachers use this information effectively and responsively, 
(e.g., all families complete a Family Language and Culture Survey and teachers use responses to inform the 
development of a Classroom Language Plan) 

¶ Develops policies and procedures that specifically address the importance of children’s first languages (e.g., assessment 
procedures and materials in children’s first language and English) 

¶ Develops staffing and hiring policies that support DLLs’ development in more than one language (e.g., hire bilingual staff 
for each classroom, or hire a bilingual floater who rotates through classrooms and reads stories to children in their first 
language) 

¶ Invests in classroom resources, materials, toys, books, etc., in children’s first languages 

¶ Develops close ties and relationships with community volunteers and families who can assist in translation of materials, 
book reading, storytelling, and sharing cultural practices and traditions 

Planning and Teaching  - Teachers …  

¶ Complete a Classroom Language Plan, indicating the languages represented in the classroom, resources available, 
resources needed, and how children’s language needs will be addressed 

¶ Show evidence of planning with DLLs in mind, e.g., identify supports that will be used, or how DLLs will be afforded 
opportunities to experience their first language in the classroom through use of bilingual staff 

¶ Are knowledgeable of each DLLs’ level of second language learning and consistently integrate appropriate supports 
(cross-language connections, gestures, props, or visuals) across the day 

¶ Consistently use some words in children’s first languages in greetings, and to make connections between their first 
language and English 

¶ Make efforts to observe and record DLLs’ progress in their first language – if they don’t speak the child’s language, they 
seek assistance from others in this effort 

¶ Engage in direct teaching experiences with DLLs in their first language (if bilingual and speak child’s language). 

¶ Promote bilingualism and advocate for dual language learners  
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Practice in Action  

*Scan the URL codes or use the links to view video exemplars of this ecosystem element. 

Talk with Me: Young 

Toddlers 

 

 
https://youtu.be/ByHFF6E-

4FE 
 

 

 

Oral Language 

Supports for DLLs 

(Preschool/PreK) 

 
https://youtu.be/2zBNE63

co44 

Supports for DLLs 

During Story Reads 

(Preschool/PreK) 

 
https://youtu.be/dDW9nt

ieJuw 
 

Morning Meetings with 

Greetings in First 

Languages 

 
https://youtu.be/zz6TuOSD

bEs 

 

 

Connected Cox Campus Courses and Resources 

Courses  Infants and Toddlers Preschool/Pre-K  

 Power of Language 
TALK with Me 
Read with Me – Part 2  
Talk with me Baby 
Build my Brain  

Supporting DLLs Right from the Start;  
Connecting the Dots for DLLs Throughout the 
Preschool Day; 
Meaningful Conversations 
Transforming Story time  

Resources  ¶ Visit coxcampus.org and navigate to the Resource Library.  

¶ Filter by “Topic” and choose “Dual Language Learners.”  

¶ Some example resources include: Family Language and Culture Survey (in English 
and Spanish), Classroom Language Plan Template, Sharing My Language with You, 
the DLL Readiness Checklist, Visuals for Supporting DLLs in Transitions, Observing 
the Development of DLLs.  

 

Reflect    

¶ Am I confident that I know each language and culture represented by the children in my classroom(s)?  

¶ Do I have an understanding of how families use first language with their children? Do I have a systematic way to 

find out this information for all families? What assumptions am I making by not asking? 

¶ How am I putting the information I gather about children’s cultures and languages to good use in my classroom?  

¶ What am I doing to make instruction more meaningful and accessible for DLLS? What supports am I using? Am I 

making connections between first language and English? 

¶ How are the DLLs in my class developing in each of their languages?  

¶ How am I partnering with families to better understand the cultures represented in my classroom(s) and to have 

tangible ways to make connections to these cultures throughout the day? How am I partnering to bring first 

language in my classroom (learning words or songs from them, inviting them in -in person or virtually- to share a 

story or teach a game in their first language)? 

https://youtu.be/ByHFF6E-4FE
https://youtu.be/ByHFF6E-4FE
https://youtu.be/2zBNE63co44
https://youtu.be/2zBNE63co44
https://youtu.be/dDW9ntieJuw
https://youtu.be/dDW9ntieJuw
https://youtu.be/zz6TuOSDbEs
https://youtu.be/zz6TuOSDbEs
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¶ How am I encouraging families to use their first language and reassuring them it’s a wonderful gift they can give 

their children? 

Learn more  

¶ Basics of Supporting Dual Language Learners: An Introduction for Educators of Children from Birth through 

Age 8 by Karen N. Nemeth 

¶ Many Languages, Building Connections: Supporting Infants and Toddlers Who are Dual Language Learners 

by Karen N. Nemeth 

¶ Spotlight on Young Children: Supporting Dual Language Learners (NAEYC). Editors: Meghan Dombrink-

Green and Holly Bohart 

¶ WIDA Early Years Focus Bulletin Collection 

¶ Teaching at the Beginning Video Collection 

¶ Multilingual Learner Toolkit 

¶ Storybook Reading for Young Dual Language Learners by Cristina Gillanders & Dina C. Castro  

 

 

 

  

https://wida.wisc.edu/resources?keys=&field_category%5B232%5D=232&field_type_target_id%5B231%5D=231
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCKQ5FgGVIFpdt36_sv9FL-Q
https://www.multilinguallearningtoolkit.org/#:~:text=The%20Multilingual%20Learning%20Toolkit%20is,teach%20PreK%2D3rd%20Multilingual%20Learners.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/285717073_Storybook_reading_for_young_dual_language_learners
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A Closer Look at the Ecosystem Elements:  

Guidance for Strong Partnerships with Families 

What is it? 

All families care about their children and just like teachers, want to support their 
learning. This element examines how sites position families as partners, 
endeavor to build trusting relationships with them, and provide multiple 
opportunities for them to engage and actively participate in their children’s 
language and literacy development. Strong family and teacher partnerships 
involve open communication, respect for and celebration of differences, 
commitment, trust, and shared power and responsibilities. Families are active 
collaborators and play a critical role in their children’s learning. Opportunities for 

engagement are driven by families’ needs and desires.  
   
Why does it matter?  
 

Families are children’s first teachers and key partners in their development. Right from the start, young children’s 

language and literacy are nurtured in the home through interactions with the meaningful adults in their lives - parents, 

grandparents, older siblings, and other family members.  All families teach their children many things – interests, 

skills, values, traditions, chores, and activities –and all of these lessons contribute to a child’s learning and 

development. Research demonstrates that family support for language and literacy activities at school and at home 

positively impacts children’s outcomes in these areas. When families and teachers form strong partnerships, young 

children make significant gains in their language, vocabulary, concept development, early literacy, and all learning. 

This paves the way for the development of solid reading and writing skills, and to a life filled with voice, self-

determination, and personal empowerment. 

 

What does it look like? 

At the Site level  - The Center …  

¶ Views each family from a strength-based perspective and their participation as much more than one-way information 
sharing and parent education 

¶ Has a lending library where families can check out books in various languages to read at home with their children.  

¶ Through surveys, meetings, informal conversation, and other means, consistently seeks input from families about their 
children’s language and literacy development, the program, and ways to participate in it   

¶ Has a designated individual in a family support role, focused on building families’ skills to support language and literacy 
at home 

¶ Consistently encourages families to use community resources that contribute to children’s language and literacy, and 
makes efforts to connect them with those, e.g., assisting families to get library cards for local library 

¶ Regularly communicates with family around language/literacy topics, for purposes beyond information sharing 

¶ Considers home support for language and literacy integral to classroom-based program and goals (e.g., teachers use 
Talk with Me Baby practices during arrivals and departures as opportunities for “lightning coaching” moments to talk 
about specific best practices that promote language 

¶ Plans regular activities throughout the year to provide learning opportunities for families about their children’s language 
and literacy development 

¶ Works to remove obstacles to engagement for families (e.g. providing transportation to meetings, having 
translators/interpreters, setting meetings at times that work for families, offering a variety of ways to volunteer) 

Planning and Teaching - Teachers …  

¶ Include family connections in their lesson plans to extend classroom learning (e.g., when the class is focused on reading 
Salsa Lullaby, families are invited to send in audio recordings or written lyrics to favorite lullabies they sing as a family) 

¶ Include family-made books in their classroom collection 
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¶ Plan intentional opportunities to communicate with families, taking into consideration their schedules and challenges  

¶ Consistently share with families meaningful and intentional materials that support children’s language and literacy 
development and facilitate children’s the extension of children’s learning at home in connection with classroom activities, 
e.g., send newsletters with the week’s focus words; send recordings of songs the class is exploring so families can sing 
at home; share the book they are reading in class so families can read at home 

¶ Ask families to share recordings of favorite songs, rhymes, and finger plays or favorite books 

¶ Ask families to provide resources and materials from their culture and in their language 

¶ Ask families to read with children in the classroom or assist in other planned activities 

¶ Have a plan in place to invite families to participate in their child’s progress monitoring and seek their input in this effort  

 

Practice in Action  

Family Created “All 
About Me” Book 

Collection 

 

 
 
 

Family Testimonial from 

mother of dual language 

learner 

 
 

https://youtu.be/IJClPFy1-

U8 
 

 
 

Example of Teacher 
Coaching Family During 

Arrival 

 
https://youtu.be/KcKLTsK

WwqM 
 

Family Connection 
Example in Bubble Map 

(Older Toddler) 
 

 

 

Connected Cox Campus Courses and Resources 

Courses  Infants and Toddlers Preschool/Pre-K  

 Talk with me Baby 
Build my Brain  

Supporting DLLs Right from the Start;  
Connecting the Dots for DLLs Throughout the 
Preschool Day; Monitoring Children’s Progress in 
the Early Years. 

Resources  ¶ Visit coxcampus.org and navigate to the Resource Library. Filter by “Topic” and 
choose “Family Resources.” Examples include: Family Language Culture Survey 
(in English and Spanish), Dr. Brenda Fitzgerald’s Video Message to Families, a 
collection of video examples of families talking with their children throughout the 
day (e.g. Dinner is served, Time to Do Laundry, and Splish, Splash, I’m Taking a 
Bath!), and a collection of “Talk, Read, Play” resources in English and Spanish 
organized by age group and theme of activities families can do at home with their 
children 

¶ Also check out the Developmental Milestones Tracker and the Talk, Read, Play & 
Hablemos, Leamos y Juguemos (in Spanish) Family Pages 

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/IJClPFy1-U8
https://youtu.be/IJClPFy1-U8
https://youtu.be/KcKLTsKWwqM
https://youtu.be/KcKLTsKWwqM
https://www.coxcampus.org/talkreadplay/
https://www.coxcampus.org/hablemos-leamos-y-juguemos/
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Reflect  

¶ How do I view families? Am I looking at them from a strengths-based or deficit perspective? 

¶ How do I ensure I am learning from every family, not just some? 

¶ In what new ways will I build relationships and partnerships with families?  

¶ Am I making sure I am reaching out to all families? How can I identify and address some of the barriers that exist 
so that families can participate fully? 

¶ How will I make a focus on language and literacy more central in all of my conversations with families?  

 

Learn More  

¶ Asset Based, Language Focused Family Engagement for Dual Language Learners (WIDA Focus Bulletin) 

¶ Talkwithmebaby.org 
¶ Parent, Family, and Community Engagement Youtube Video Playlist by Teaching at the Beginning 
¶ Strengthening Relationships with Families, On Demand Video Training by NAEYC 
¶ Families and Educators Together: Building Great Relationships that Support Young Children by Derry 

Koralek, Karen N. Nemeth, and Kelly Ramsey (NAEYC) 
¶ https://www.naeyc.org/resources/topics/family-engagement  NAEYC resources on family engagement 

and partnerships  

 

 

 

https://wida.wisc.edu/resources/early-years-assets-based-language-focused-family-engagement-dual-language-learners
https://www.talkwithmebaby.org/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZpj5Sv2kFDuthdc-hnVmzc4pVZDAmHQH
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pd/online-learning/strengthening-relationships-families
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/topics/family-engagement

