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     CHAPTER 1 

 Introduction: The importance of 
language in our lives      

  The surest sign of whether our nation has a soul is whether it cherishes  all  of its 

children . . . Unless there is serious commitment to upholding  every child’s   birthright 

to acquire the educational and personal foundations for a full and satisfying life , we fail 

the fi rst test of any civilised community. That involves doing justice by the most 

vulnerable among us, our children. (Vinson,  2010 , p. 73,  our emphasis ).  

   The central importance of quality early childhood education in a child’s fi rst 

eight years in shaping his or her future chances in life has not always been given 

the attention it deserves in western societies. This book aims to develop our 

understanding, knowledge and skills about the language and literacy development 

of young children. As   Ruqaiya Hasan ( 1991 ) so eloquently reminded us almost 

three decades ago, our language and literacy is integral to who we are and how we 

make our way in the world. There is no question that all children have the right 

to be cherished and supported as they learn to make sense of their worlds and 

communicate with others. It is of great concern to us that it is often the children 

who are in the most vulnerable circumstances who are deprived of rich and 

educative language and literacy experiences and opportunities.   

 Grounded in current language and literacy research and practice, this book 

represents our serious commitment to the need for every child to have the best 

opportunities to develop rich language and literacy skills to equip them for the 

complexities of 21st- century living. The book begins with an exploration of how 

children learn how to make sense of their world, how to mean and, in doing so, how 

they learn to talk as a precursor to learning to be literate. The impact of diverse 

socioeconomic, ethnic, language and cultural backgrounds on young children’s 

identity, language and literacy learning is also highlighted .  As  Belonging, Being and 

Becoming:   The Early Years Learning Framework  ( 2009 , p. 13) reminds us:

  There are many ways of living, being and knowing. Children are born  belonging  to a 

culture, which is not only infl uenced by traditional practices, heritage and ancestral 
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knowledge, but by the experiences, values and beliefs of individual families and 

communities. Respecting diversity means within the curriculum valuing and 

refl ecting the practices, values and beliefs of families.    

  This book honours the many and often complex histories, cultures and languages of 

families refl ected in their different stories, traditions and lifestyles. It acknowledges 

the diverse ways of knowing, being and becoming in the world today and at the 

same time the uniqueness of every child. 

 A number of principles, premises and themes that we believe are critical to 

language development and learning underpin this book. These include: 

•   enabling children to learn and develop their language(s) and literacy skills 

which should be a partnership with parents and caregivers wherever  possible –  

trusting relationships are central!  

•   enhancing and encouraging the ongoing development of children’s already 

rich imaginations, inherent creativity and problem- solving skills  

•   embedding creative arts processes (including drawing, painting, designing, 

dancing, dramatising, singing and making music) will enhance language and 

literacy learning  

•   providing access to children’s literature and authentic informative texts in all 

their forms should be a cornerstone of every early childhood context/ setting 

(and indeed across every level of education)  

•   offering adequate time and resources to play represents ‘serious work’ 

for young children and is essential for language development and literacy 

learning  

•   giving children multiple opportunities to explore a broad and inclusive world 

view will help them refl ect on how the diversity of cultures and approaches 

enrich our lives  

•   developing dispositions such as empathy, fl exibility, confi dence and resilience 

will help children fl ourish in a world of ever- accelerating change, confl icts and 

dilemmas  

•   applying productive learning methods where children are engaged and moti-

vated and having fun  

•   liberating literacy methods from the idea that it is a single global skill acquired 

once in a lifetime using a ‘one size fi ts all’ instructional recipe. ALL children 

must be able to engage in, understand and analyse an ever- increasing range 

of ways to apply multiple communication modes.   

  We have written this book explicitly for early childhood teachers and caregivers 

as well as interested parents and family members. It includes a range of scenarios 

and vignettes drawn from our research and based on authentic individual or 

composite experiences. The included language experiences, strategies and 

activities focus on the needs of children ranging from birth to eight years of age 

in a diverse range of early childhood (home, long daycare, preschool, playgroup, 

family daycare and Foundation to Year 2 –  F– 2 –  school) contexts and settings. The 

book closely aligns with Australia’s fi rst national early years framework for early 
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childhood educators – the    Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF,   2009 ; available 

at  www.education.gov.au/early-years-learning-framework ) and the    Australian 

Curriculum  (available at  www.australiancurriculum.edu.au ). The    EYLF  particularly 

emphasises play- based learning and the importance of communication and 

language. It aims to provide a framework that will ensure all children can be 

assured of the best start in life.  The Shape of the   Australian Curriculum  (Australian 

Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority,  2010 , p.  16) states that the 

general capability of literacy involves:  ‘listening to, reading, viewing, speaking, 

writing and creating oral, print, visual and digital texts, and using and modifying 

language for different purposes in a range of contexts.’ Literacy therefore is critical 

across all key learning areas and must be understood and developed alongside 

the other curriculum capabilities (numeracy, information and communication 

technology, critical and creative thinking, personal and social capability, ethical 

understanding and intercultural understanding) and the cross- cultural priorities 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures, Asia and Australia’s 

engagement with Asia and sustainability.   

 The chapters are sequenced so that the book intentionally starts with 

language learning in the earliest years. They explore key theoretical ideas about 

how young children begin to make meaning from the moment they are born 

as they learn to talk, listen and interact with those around them. Subsequent 

chapters present the pedagogical knowledge required to guide young children’s 

learning of language and literacy practices. These chapters explore a number of 

important areas, including Aboriginal perspectives, the role of quality literature 

in teaching reading, understanding words and images in picture books, the value 

of storytelling and writing as well as digital literacies for young children. Within 

each chapter, informal, scaffolded and more formal experiences appropriate for 

early years contexts are included together with helpful resources for the early 

literacy classroom. 

 We have particularly focused on examples from the Australian context but have 

referenced pertinent international research and we believe the book is certainly 

relevant for international audiences. Where possible the book briefl y considers 

some of the relevant histories and controversies that have dominated language and 

literacy learning over our years in the fi eld. All chapters, however, provide educators 

with easy access to a range of experiences, materials, media, as well as places to 

question and refl ect. Key concepts are defi ned and are supported by suggested 

further reading and references. It is not necessary to read the book in a linear 

fashion: the reader is invited to read particular chapters that are of interest to them 

in whatever order. Many of the theoretical principles are relevant more broadly, and 

suggested experiences and activities can be easily adapted for older age groups. 

 Enabling young children to have the time, resources and, where appropriate, 

the scaffolding (explained in  Chapter  2 ) and explicit teaching, to engage in 

imaginative play, exploration, storying, creating, questioning, refl ecting as 

they come to understand multiple ways of meaning- making is one of the most 

important gifts adults can provide. We hope this book contributes to providing 

that gift for children. 
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