
RHYTHM & RHYME NURTURES DEVELOPMENT

RHYTHM & RHYME NURTURES DEVELOPMENT IN ALL AREAS

Thoughtfully planned Rhythm and Rhyme experiences nurture each of the areas of a child’s
development – social-emotional, physical (motor), cognitive, and language and literacy. This resource
highlights Rhythm and Rhyme end-of the year goals for infants, young toddlers, and older toddlers, and
outlines how you can support their development in all areas through Rhythm and Rhyme.

(Partly Adapted from: Parlakian, R. & Lerner, C. Beyond Twinkle Twinkle: Using Music with Infants and Toddlers, Young 
Children, March, 2010.)

R&R supports the development of critical brain connections during the first three years of life.
The responsive interactions children have with you during R&R

prepare their brains for all learning, including reading!

INFANTS
BIRTH TO

12 MONTHS

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

PHYSICAL
DEVELOPMEN

COGNITIVE
DEVELOPMENT

LANGUAGE AND
LITERACY

DEVELOPMENT
Sharing a R&R moment 
is yet another way to be 
responsive and build
relationships with
children.

R&R supports the
development of smal
and large muscles: 
lips, fingers, hands, 
legs.

R&R provides
opportunities to
practice patterns,
symbolic thinking, 
and early math skills.

R&R supports the
development of
language and literacy, 
including vocabulary,
comprehension, world 
knowledge, and
phonological awareness.

At the end of their first year of life, infants will:

T

l 

Respond in developmentally appropriate ways (with body and hand movements and vocal-
izations) to the rhythm of a rhyming book.

• Rocks side-to-side when teacher is reading a rhyming book (with focus on rhythm)
Listen to and respond to simple nursery rhymes, chants, songs, and finger plays.	

• Bounces to the rhythm in songs, rhymes and chants
• Imitates hand movements in finger plays.

To support infants’ development, teachers can:

Sing a song or lullaby to 
soothe crying babies or 
during transitions, such 
as nap time. This helps 
babies begin the process 
of learning how to calm
themselves.

Hold babies close, 
face-toface; sing to 
them, maintaining eye
contact.

Help babies move
their bodies to the
rhythm of the beat
when they participat
in R&R activities,
while you hold them
or when they lay or
sit on the floor.

Provide consistent
experiences with the
same song or rhyme 

e (at
the same time during 
the day, e.g., naptime) 
to help young babies 
(and toddlers)
remember and link 
R&R with these
experiences.

Engage babies in
simple songs and rhymes, 
including some with
corresponding hand
gestures, like “The 
Wheels on the Bus” or 
“Twinkle Twinkle.”
Babies can control their 
hands and fingers earlier 
(around 9 months) than 
they can sing or talk 
(usually around 10-12 
months).
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Notice which songs and
rhythms they seem to 
enjoy.

Use babies’ names in the
songs you sing.

Present R&R 
one-on-one.

Always include babies in 
the conversation!

YOUNG
TODDLERS

12 TO 24
MONTHS

At the end of their second year, young toddlers will:

Begin to participate in rhyming activities related to rhyming books (anticipates, chimes in, 
repeats words)

• Claps, pats, rocks to the rhythm of a rhyming book
• Imitates teacher’s gestures and words during a Read Aloud of a rhyming story
• Repeats rhyming words or chimes in with teacher as she reads rhyming books

Listen to and participate in rhyming, songs, and finger play activities.

• Dances, claps, or imitates teacher’s movements to songs
• Imitates gestures and repeats words in nursery rhymes and finger plays (moves

fingers up and down when singing “Itsy Bitsy Spider”)	

To support young toddlers’ development, teachers can:

Encourage participation 
in song-based games like
“Ring Around the Rosey 
to support growth of 
peer play.

Sing songs about feel-
ings to help toddlers 
learn about and express 
their emotions.

Present R&R one on 
one, and in small groups

Choose songs and
rhymes that build on 
young toddlers’ body 
awareness, like “Head 
and
Shoulders” and the
“Hokey Pokey,” to
encourage balance,
and better
understanding of
one’s body parts.

. Practice balance and 
coordination when 
you present R&R 
activities.

Learning to anticipate
patterns and place 
objects in a sequence
are
important for the
development of 
critical early math and 
reading skills. Count-
ing songs
are really good for 
this (One, Two, 
Buckle My Shoe; Five 
Little
Monkeys).

Choose songs that 
are repetitive in 
rhythm and lyrics to 
help children
anticipate patterns 
(Old McDonald).

 Use songs to teach
vocabulary. Songs and

 rhymes help toddlers 
put words and phrases 
together.

Pause and let children fill 
in the word when sing-
ing wellknown songs or 
reading
rhyming books (Row, 
row, your ____; Brown 
bear, brown bear, what 
do you see … I see a 
______ looking at me!).

Modify the words in well-
known songs (e.g., “Hap-
py lunchtime to you.”
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OLDER
TODDLER

24 TO 36
MONTHS

At the end of their third year, older toddlers will:
S

Fill in rhyming words when singing familiar nursery rhymes or songs.

• When singing “Twinkle, twinkle little star”, How I wonder what you ____” (fills in the   
 word “are.’) Listen to and imitate sounds in familiar nursery rhymes, songs and chants.

Segment words in a sentence

• Gives one clap for each word in a sentence, “We like to sing and dance!” Note: it is   
 not necessary for children to count claps.

To support older toddlers’ development, teachers can:

Share and have children
take turns during songs,
finger plays, and rhymes

Expose toddlers to 
songs and rhymes from 
their home cultures and 
languages to create
continuity between
home and caregiving 
setting and to validate 
the importance of their 
home language and 
culture.

Present R&R one on 
one, and in small and 
large groups.

Make sure creative
movement is a part of

. your action songs.

Use R&R to build on
older toddlers’
growing ability to use 
symbols and provide 
props to go along 
with songs and finger 
plays, e.g., use toy
spiders when sing-
ing Itsy Bitsy Spider, 
point to picture as 
you say “spider”, or 
show objects or
pictures to represent
spoken words.

Have older toddlers 
act out songs and 
rhymes.

Expose young children to
songs and rhymes from 
other cultures. Introduce 
hand gestures to support 
the lyrics, to enhance 
children’s
comprehension.

Use families as resources 
to identify R&R from
other cultures.

Use songs and rhymes 
as a different way to tell 
a story. As you sing or 
rhyme, use puppets, felt 
board cutouts, photos. 
Children can even act
out parts of the song.




