
Pre-literacy skills for school starters

Getting ready to read

Between the ages of 4 and 5, your child’s pre-literacy skills, the ones 
that form the foundation of their ability to learn to read and write, are 
starting to develop. 

Speech pathologists advise that, at this stage of development, your 
child’s language should be rapidly improving and that by the time your 
child heads off to school, he or she should have a vocabulary of about 
2000 words. 

If you think that your child has hit a ‘plateau’ and your son or daughter’s speech and language is not getting 
better as he or she gets older, seek advice from a paediatric speech pathologist in your area.

Important pre-literacy skills for your child

If your child is going to school next year, he or she should be:

 � Learning that sounds and words are often alike

Tuning your child in to rhyming can be quite easy if you think about it. Games like ‘I spy with my little 
eye, something that rhymes with mat’ are good fun. Story books that use rhyme are also very useful. 
Classic tales by Dr Suess are a great place to start.

 � Learning that words have syllables

Helping your child break words into parts is a valuable thing to do before school starts. Play games 
where you ‘clap’ the sounds out, for example ‘all-i-ga-tor’

 � Learning about numbers

Now is the time to ensure that your child can recognise the numbers 1 to 10. Don’t worry if they 
can’t ‘count’ to 20 just yet, but playing games where they tell you what the number is and how many 
items are in a group is a good start. If a relative or friend is looking for a gift to buy your child, board 
games, such as Orchard Games’ Spotty Dogs or Dotty Dinosaurs are great fun. Alternatively, simply 
asking your child to tell you what aisle you’re in while you’re shopping is easy too. 

 � Using words related to categories

By now, your child should know that the ‘fruit’ category includes oranges, apples and bananas. They 
should also understand that the ‘vegetables’ category includes carrots, potatoes and lettuce and 
that the ‘animals’ category includes dogs, snakes and horses.  These ideas are ones that you can 
talk about wherever you go, but are particularly good fun when you’re in the garden, at the shops or 
visiting a zoo.
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 � Using words related to concepts 

Young children are often very good at labelling ‘things’, such as 
a bus, apple or doll. However, complex ideas that are a bit 
abstract, such as bigger/smaller, hot/cold, behind/in front and 
first/last are all ones that they need to understand as school 
begins. There are many ways to teach concepts. One of the 
best is reading. Many common children’s stories teach early 
developing concepts and if the idea is not stated directly in the 
text, you can always use the pictures to teach your child about 
concepts. For example, you might point to an illustration and ask 
your child, “Where is the dog? If it is behind a tree, you can ask your 
child “What is in front of the tree?” Then, as an extension activity, you    
could look around the room and find things that are in front of and behind    
other objects.


