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PRESCHOOL FOUNDATIONS OF
LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

Susan Rvachew
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McGill University
Centre for Research on Language, Mind and Brain

Literacy Levels Defined
 Level 1: Very poor literacy skills
 Level 2 :Capacity to deal with simple, 

clear material involving uncomplicated 
tasks

 Level 3: Adequate to cope with the 
demands of everyday life and work in an 
advanced society.

 Level 4/5: Can process complex 
information.

Literacy Levels: Examples 
(Health Literacy Questions)
 Level 1: Underline the sentence “Dosage may be 

given every 4 hours as needed but not more 
than 5 times daily”.

 Level 2 :”How much syrup is recommended for a 
child who is 10 years old and weighs 50 
pounds?”

 Level 3: “Imagine your child is 11 years old and 
weights 85 pounds. According to the chart, how 
many 80 mg tablets can you administer to your 
child in a 24-hour period?”

Canadian Council on Learning. (2008). Health literacy in Canada: A healthy understanding. http://www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/Reports/HealthLiteracy?Language=EN

International Adult Literacy and 
Skills Survey

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

P
er
ce
n
t 
P
o
p
u
la
ti
o
n

Level 4/5

Level 3

Level 2

Level 1

Statistics Canada. (Wednesday, November 9, 2005). International Adult Literacy Skills Survey. Retrieved February 12, 2009, from http://www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-
quotidien/051109/dq051109a-eng.htm

Outcomes by Health Literacy 
Level

Canadian Council on Learning. (2008). Health literacy in Canada: A healthy understanding. http://www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/Reports/HealthLiteracy?Language=EN

Determinants of Health Literacy
 Positive effect:
 Daily reading
 Educational 

attainment
 Negative effect
 Foreign born

Canadian Council on Learning. (2008). Health literacy in Canada: A healthy understanding http://www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/Reports/HealthLiteracy?Language=EN.



BJEC Day:Outline and Summary Slides 
(Demonstration Slides Omitted) 
November 10, 2009

© Susan Rvachew 2

Emergent Literacy in Context

Adapted from Dahlgren, G. and Whitehead, M. (1991). Policies and Strategies to Promote Social Equity in Health. Stockholm: Institute for Futures Studies
Health Council of Canada: Stepping it Up: Moving the Focus from Health Care in Canada to a Healthier Canada. http://www.cpha.ca/en/default.aspx

Predicting Reading (preschool)

DecodingPhonological 
Awareness

Vocabulary

Speech 
Perception

Letter 
Knowledge

Rvachew, S., & Grawburg, M. (2006). Correlates of phonological awareness in preschoolers with speech sound disorders. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing 
Research, 49, 74-87.; Rvachew, S., & Grawburg, M. (2008). Reflections on phonological working memory, letter knowledge and phonological awareness: A reply to 

Hartmann (2008). Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 51, 1219-1226.; Rvachew, S. (2007). Phonological processing and reading in children with speech 
sound disorders. American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 16, 260-270.

Predicting Reading (school-age)
K

Code Related 
Skills

K

Oral Language 
Skills

Gr 1-2

(Word) Reading

Gr 1-2

Oral Language 
Skills

Gr 3-4

Oral Language 
Skills

Gr 3-4

Reading 
Comprehension

Gr 3-4

Reading 
Accuracy

Storch, S. A., & Whitehurst, G. J. (2002). Oral language and code-related precursors to reading: Evidence from a longitudinal structural model. Developmental Psychology, 
38(6), 934-947.

Dyslexia and Speech Delay
 Symptom Overlap

 Children with early speech problems are very likely to 
have literacy problems in school.

 Dyslexic children/adults often report having difficulty 
with speech as preschoolers

 Cognitive Overlap
 Children with SSD or Dyslexia have specific problems 

with phonological processing
 Etiological Overlap

 SSD and dyslexia are co-familial and co-heritable.
 Linkage analyses suggest multiple chromosomal 

regions (1p36, 3p12-q13, 6p22, and 15q21) that 
influence both oral and written language proficiency.

Lewis, B. A., Shriberg, L. D., Freebairn, L. A., Hansen, A. J., Stein, C. M., Taylor, H. G., et al. (2006). The genetic bases of speech sound disorders: Evidence from spoken 
and written language. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 49, 1294-1312.

Core Deficit in Phonological Processing

Lyytinen, H., Aro, M., Eklund, K., Erskine, J., Guttorm, T., Laakso, M., et al. (2004). The development of children at familial risk for dyslexia: Birth to early school age. Annals 
of Dyslexia, 54(2), 184-220.

Impact of Early Language Input

Lyytinen, H., Aro, M., Eklund, K., Erskine, J., Guttorm, T., Laakso, M., et al. (2004). The development of children at familial risk for dyslexia: Birth to early school age. Annals 
of Dyslexia, 54(2), 184-220.
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Control Participant (Dialogic Reading Condition):

Pretreatment:                                            Post-treatment:

Control Participant (Dialogic Reading Condition):

Pretreatment:                                            Post-treatment:

Long-term outcomes: speech-
language delay at age 5
 5x more likely to have reading 

disability in 2nd grade
 Boys 2 x more likely to have ADHD at 

age 12
 Girls 10 x more likely to emotional 

disorder at age 12
 Boys 2 x more likely to have been 

arrested by age 19

Screening and Referral

Prescription to Read: 
What do children learn?

Evans, M.A., St. Aubin, J., Landry, N. (2009). Letter names and alphabet book reading by senior kindergarteners: An eye movement study. Child Development, 80, 1824-
1841.

Is that a 
space 
helmet 
really?

No
What is 
it really?The thing 

that you 
wash.

That you 
wash, right. 

You put 
spaghetti in it 
when you’re 
getting the 
water out, 

right?

Hmm-
hmm

A 
colander.

Colander.

Dialogic Reading

Tabors, P.O., Beals, D.O., & Weitzman, Z.O. (2001). You know what oxygen is? Learning new words at home. In D.K. Dickinson & P.O. Tabors (Eds.) Beginning Literacy with 
Language: Young Children Learning at Home and School (pp. 93-110). Baltimore: Paul H. Brooks Publishing Inc.
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1. Were you playing with Dalton?
2. And Robert?
3. He pinched you? Why did he pinch you?
4. What did you have for lunch today?
5. No, I don't think so. That's not what your 

teacher told me. What did you have?
6. See if you can remember. Do you remember 

what you had for lunch today, Matthew? 
Here, look at your shirt. See this ? What was 
it ? 

7. I think it was spaghetti. And did you eat all 
your sp-, your lunch?

8. Why not? You always eats a good lunch. 
What did you do in circle time this morning?

9. Nothing? Did you play a game? You didn't 
play any games.

10. She didn't let you? How come? Did she read 
to you?

11. That's good. Do you remember what the 
story was about, that she read to you?

12. Do you remember about the dream you had 
last night?

1. Yes.
2. Yes, no. He pinched me.
3. I don't know.
4. Sandwiches.
5. What did we have?

6. I don't know.

7. No.

8. Nothing.

9. Teacher didn't let, let us.

10. Yes.

11. She never read none.

Story Telling

Peterson, C., B. Jesso, and A. McCabe, Encouraging narratives in preschoolers: an intervention study. Journal of Child Language, 1999. 26: p. 49-67.

1. What are you drawing?
2. A fallen down thing? What's a fallen down 

thing?
3. Oh, monkey bars.
4. At the park. You were at the park today, 

weren't you?
5. With your cousin. Who's your cousin?
6. Gregory. Do you like him a lot ? Yeah. What did 

you do at the park?
7. You took your sneakers off? What else ?

8. It was all sticky, was it ? On your toes.
9. You stepped in the car?
10. You got sand in my car? Ooh.
11. Yeah. What else did you do at the park?
12. No. I think the monkey bars are too big for 

you.
13. No.

14. Oh, yeah, Judy. You were down with her, were 
you? What did you do then?

15. She let you on the monkey bars?
16. I didn't go with you, so I didn't know what you 

did. What else did you do?
17. She what? She gave you an underduck? Holy 

cow.

1. It's a, it's a fallen down thing.
2. It's a monkey bars.
3. At the park.
4. With my cousin.

5. Gregory.
6. Um, took our sneakers off.

7. Go over where all the sand is on. And I 
walked, and its all sticky.

8. And I stepped in the car.
9. With no shoes and I got sand in the car.
10. Dirty, Mom.
11. Um, I didn't get on monkey bars.
12. I got on them before. `Member?
13. With, down there, you know. You know, 

the lady. Judy.

14. I get on the monkey bars.

15. Yeah. You do, `member.
16. Um, goed on the slide, and …, she gave 

me a underduck.
17. Holy catfish.

Family Literacy Intervention

Peterson, C., B. Jesso, and A. McCabe, Encouraging narratives in preschoolers: an intervention study. Journal of Child Language, 1999. 26: p. 49-67.

Young Adult Reading Outcome in the 
ABECEDARIAN Project

Gr 8

Gr 12

11.1

IP

10.3

IC 9.6

CP 8.9

CC

Early Childhood Education

Campbell, F. A., Ramey, C. T., Pugello, E. P., Sparling, J., & Miller-Johnson, S. (2002). Early childhood education: Young adult outcomes from the Abecedarian Project. 
Applied Developmental Science, 6(3), 42-57.

.

AVERAGE 76 dB

PEAK 96 dB

AVERAGE 71 dB

PEAK 89 dB

IMPROVEMENTS IN:

Emergent Literacy
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Twelve Week 
Assessment

Essai Clinique Randomisé 
sur les Interventions Phonologiques Phonological Awareness Results

0.00 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00

Perception/Articulation

Perception/Dialogic 
Reading

Production/Articulation

Production/Dialogic 
Reading

Estimated Mean 
Corrected for Pretreatment Implicit PA and Letter Knowledge

Post-Treatment Explicit Phonological Awareness

Rvachew , S. & Brosseau-Lapré, F. (November, 2010).  Improving Phonological Awareness in French-Speaking Children with Speech Delay (poster). 2010 Convention of the 
American Speech-Language and Hearing Association in Philadelphia. http://convention.asha.org/annual/2010/speaker_handouts.cfm



BJEC Day:Outline and Summary Slides 
(Demonstration Slides Omitted) 
November 10, 2009

© Susan Rvachew 5

Key Messages
 Low literacy is a health problem
 Preschool foundations of literacy:
 Phonological processing
 Oral language 

 Teach parents specific skills at the 
right time

 Incorporate phonological awareness 
into speech-language therapy for 
preschoolers
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