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Children’s Literacy Development

A child’s language development depends on them experiencing a rich environment of words, 
sounds, rhythm, and verbal and non-verbal interactions from the day they are born. Becoming 
literate – that is, learning about the print forms of language and using them to communicate 
– also begins at birth when babies and young children are provided with a ‘language rich’ 
environment, where adults read with them and give them books.

The experiences children have in their early years have dramatic and long-term effects on 
how they develop and learn. Talking, singing and reading with young children has a significant 
impact on the development of their brains. Research has found that children who are read 
with frequently by different people, have access to a large number and a broad range of books, 
and who use a library regularly score highest on the measures of early literacy.1 

One of the key roles of early learning and care provision is to create an environment that is 
rich in opportunities for babies and young children to experience language and literacy. 

This resource gives guidance to early childhood educators on how best to support 
children’s literacy experiences through the provision of a library or book area in the setting, 
complemented and further enhanced by linking with and accessing the services of your local 
public library. 

Young children who have been read with from 
birth, who have had opportunities to ‘read’ their 
own books, who regularly see others reading 
and writing, and who can try out writing, in an 
environment where what they try is valued and 
respected, begin to understand that print has 
meaning. 

Children’s first experiences with reading and writing 
are generally in their homes and communities 
before they come to the early learning and 
care setting. Early childhood educators need to 
observe children to identify their pre-existing 
language and literacy knowledge, and to support 
and extend it by providing a high quality ‘language 
rich’ environment. This is important for all young 
children and crucial for children whose early home 
learning experiences may have been limited. 

In a high quality setting, various kinds of language 
and literacy experiences are built into every aspect 
of the curriculum. Aistear, The Early Childhood 
Curriculum Framework, under the theme of 
Communicating, suggests that young children 
experience ‘a print-rich environment’. Aistear also 
speaks of fostering children’s love of, excitement in, 
understanding of and use of books. 

Knowledge, respect and support for the diversity 
of children’s families, abilities, cultures and 
linguistic backgrounds are also very important in 
early language and literacy development.

 
Síolta, the National Quality Framework for Early 
Childhood Education, Standard 2, Environments 
suggests that, when considering the book area, 
educators think about a:
    quiet area of the room, natural light, comfortable 

seating, carpeted sections, cushions, display units, 
puppets for story-telling, books available in a 
variety of languages, large books in a variety of 
formats, a system of borrowing, cardboard and 
other durable books, links to local library, etc.

                              Síolta Component 2.6

A well-planned, well-organised, well-resourced 
library area that is regularly used by children and 
adults plays a valuable role in the development of 
children’s communication skills and their love of 
books and stories.

Introduction
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Accessibility of Materials
Young children need to be able to make their own 
decisions about what they would like to read. Ensure 
that bookshelves are easily accessible at child height 
with a forward-facing book display that is not too big 
so children can clearly see what is available and can 
put books away when they are finished with them. 

Place small book baskets around the setting so 
children can easily pick a book to browse at any time. 
Keep a book basket in a separate quiet area where 
children can go to be on their own sometimes. You 
can also use baskets to carry a small selection of 
books – the ones that the children are currently 
most interested in – when going outside. 

General Aesthetics 
• Always keep the library area calm, bright and 

beautiful. 
• Use soft seating (ideally a sofa), cushions and 

blankets to make it comfortable. 
• Keep the library area uncluttered. It is better to 

have a smaller number of attractive, good quality 
books than lots of old, inappropriate or unused 
books.

• Include an interactive display linked to a current 
theme or children’s interests at children’s eye 
level. 

• Laminate pictures and magazine pages so that 
the children can touch them and use them 
without damaging them. 

• Have a basket or a mat for children to put their 
shoes, just outside the library area.

• Display a favourite book on a table with a basket 
of toys linked to the book and a sign that says 
‘Our Favourite Book’. 

Location 
The library area in an early learning and care setting 
needs to be located in a part of the room that is 
as far away as possible from the noisiest activities. 
An area with a low ceiling is ideal. Shelving and/
or seating can be used to form a boundary around 
the area so that there is no through traffic and 
children who wish to read quietly are less likely to be 
disturbed.

If you have enough space, consider having a 
dedicated reading and storytelling area outdoors 
too, where children and adults can sit comfortably 
together. Books about the outdoors that are read in 
the outdoors increase engagement, enjoyment and 
learning, encourage children’s imaginations and can 
inspire a love of nature and the environment. 

As well as having a dedicated library area, place 
books, magazines and reading games in other 
areas such as the home corner for a ‘print-rich 
environment’ to extend children’s language and 
literacy experiences. Children should always have 
opportunities to read and write while they play. By 
using books, brochures, leaflets, and various writing 
tools such as pencils, markers, crayons, and paints 
and brushes (even water and brushes), children will 
extend their knowledge of reading and writing.

Designing Your Library Area
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Books for toddlers
Toddlers love bright colours, repetitive text and 
stories about familiar things. Books do not have to 
have words to be interesting. Even the youngest 
toddler can create their own stories or ideas about 
the pictures and photographs in the book. Many 
toddlers love to read the same story over and over, 
and enjoy books with rhythmic or lyrical words. 
Books that are sturdy are important as children learn 
by handling and exploring them.

For young toddlers 12-24 months choose:
• Sturdy board books that they can carry
• Books with photos of children doing familiar 

things like sleeping or playing 
• Goodnight books for nap time 
• Books about saying hello and good-bye 
• Books with only a few words on each page 
• Books with brightly coloured, engaging 

illustrations
• Books with simple rhymes or predictable text 
• Touch-and-feel books
• Animal books of all sizes and shapes

For older toddlers 24-36 months choose: 
• Books that tell simple stories 
• Simple rhyming books that they can memorise 
• Naptime books 
• Books about counting, letters, shapes or sizes 
• Animal books, vehicle books, books about 

playtime 
• Pop-up books, pull-the-tab books, touch-and-

feel books
• Books with humorous pictures and words

Resourcing Your Library Area

Variety and Suitability of Books
Ensure that you have a varied selection of high-
quality books that are appropriate for the stages 
of development of the children in the setting and 
meet all of the children’s interests. Aim for a balance 
between storybooks, rhyming books and non-fiction 
reading materials. Books should be durable with 
pages strong enough to read often without easily 
tearing.

Good story books for young children will have:
• An enjoyable text
• A predictable storyline that children will 

understand
• Great illustrations that add to the story
• Language, vocabulary and grammar appropriate 

for young children
• Clear, well-spaced print
• Repetition, and in some texts rhyme
• Freedom from bias and stereotypes
• Interactivity
• Ways to encourage children to draw on their 

own experience and knowledge

Children love non-fiction books, particularly those 
that reflect their interests and experiences. Choosing 
books, comics, magazines and even catalogues that 
appeal to children keeps them engaged in reading. 
Books made with the children about themselves or 
their experiences are particularly good.

Books for babies 
Babies are never too young for books and enjoyable 
experiences with stories and reading. They love the 
brightly coloured pictures of simple objects. They 
listen and respond well to books with simple texts 
and good rhythms and rhymes.

For babies under 6 months choose:
• Books with large, simple, brightly coloured 

pictures or designs 
• Books with pictures of people or familiar objects
• Chunky books made from stiff cardboard or fold 

out books 
• Cloth and soft vinyl washable books 

For babies 6-12 months choose: 
• Board books with photos of other babies 
• Brightly coloured, chunky books to touch and 

taste
• Books with photos of familiar objects like balls 

and bottles 
• Books with sturdy pages that can be propped up 

or opened out on a blanket 
• Plastic or vinyl books for water play 
• Washable cloth books to cuddle and mouth 
• Small photo albums of family, friends and pets

Always read a new book before introducing  
it to the children to check for any  
inappropriate content.
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Books for pre-schoolers 
Pre-school children are excited to learn about the 
world outside. They enjoy listening to texts with 
more in-depth characters and still enjoy rhythm 
and some repetition. Stories with a sequence allow 
children to predict, repeat sounds and make word 
plays. Pre-schoolers should have a variety of books 
like fairy tales, stories that are more detailed, fact-
filled non-fiction books and books linked to their 
interests. 

For pre-schoolers choose:
• Books about children who look and live like 

them, as well as books about children who may 
look different or whose lives are very different to 
theirs 

• Books related to social and emotional learning 
such as those about feelings, making friends or 
solving problems together

• Counting books or other ‘concept’ books about 
things like weight, size or time

• Simple ‘science’ books about how things work – 
like bin trucks, flowers or tools 

• Books about things they have a special interest 
in such as trains, animals or cooking 

• Books about going to school or to the doctor
• Books about going to interesting places like the 

beach or the woods 
• Books about having brothers or sisters, a new 

baby or other family members
• Books with simple text that they can memorise  

or read
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Condition of Books
Books will inevitably become damaged over time, 
either because there are too many books on display 
and children are unable to put them away easily 
on their own or simply because a book is popular 
and frequently used. Carry out a regular audit and 
replace any books that are torn, dirty, have pages 
missing or have been drawn on. Involve the children 
in taking care of the books and deciding which ones 
to keep.  

Additional Resources 

Include additional resources in the library area 
and in other areas of your setting to stimulate and 
sustain children’s interest in books and support 
the development of their speech, language and 
imagination. 

• For babies and toddlers, create treasure baskets 
full of child-safe items with different shapes and 
textures, such as a sponge, a whisk, a wooden 
spoon. 

• Provide dressing-up clothes for the children to 
act out the stories in the books they like. 

• Add toys, puppets, story sacks and ideas for story 
projects and story boxes. 

Story sacks
A story sack consists of a children’s book along 
with related props/materials, which are usually 
kept together in a bag or sack. You can make 
or buy story sacks. Supporting materials might 
include models, puppets or soft toys of the 
book’s main characters as well as objects, props 
or scenery from the story. Allow the children 
to look at and handle the objects while listening 
to the story to help their engagement and 
concentration. You might also include other 
related non-fiction books.

Toys and other resources should only be kept 
in the library area for a book or story related 
reason. Remove any teddies, puzzles or other 
toys that are not specifically linked to any of the 
books or stories.
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Involving Families 
Having the children’s families involved in the library 
area raises awareness of the importance and 
pleasure of sharing books and reading with  
young children. 

Show off your library area proudly when introducing 
children and families or new staff members to your 
setting so that they see the importance you place 
on it. Let parents know that when they are coming 
for their children or visiting the setting they are very 
welcome to use the area to share books with their 
children. Provide information for parents on what 
their children have been enjoying and what books 
they are finding interesting.

Ask parents to bring in magazines or books that 
reflect the family’s interests, for example, sports  
or art. Create a display showing ‘What We Read  
at Home’. 

Encourage children to bring in their favourite book 
from home to share with the group, and allow 
children to bring books home to read with their 
parents or other family members.

Using Your Library Area

Educators’ Involvement 
Adult involvement in the library area is essential for 
ensuring all of the children become involved in using 
the books and reading materials. Children are more 
likely to want to go to the library area if an adult is 
there regularly and stays there for some time. It is 
important that all staff team members appreciate 
the value of the library area and understand how 
to use it well, for all of the children. By observing 
the children’s use of the area you will have a 
better understanding of the types of books and 
reading material they are enjoying. For example, 
some children may prefer comics, magazines or 
information books rather than stories. 

In your daily planning in the setting, it is a good idea 
to draw up a simple rota to ensure that all educators 
spend some time each week in the library area 
sharing books with children, helping children to 
choose books, encouraging children to read books 
together, helping children to find books linked to 
their interests, showing children how to use puppets 
and props, and tidying up and sorting books.

Make a display for the library area, with photos of 
educators reading their favourite book. 

Encouraging Children’s 
Engagement 
Encourage children to use the library area regularly, 
whether this is with an educator, on their own or 
with their friends. Spending time in the area is a 
great way to ensure that children are developing 
an interest in books and reading, and helps them to 
learn to choose books for themselves. 

• Children will visit the library area more if an 
adult is there so ensure that educators are there 
regularly and stay to engage with children there.

• Encourage the children to take their shoes off 
before entering the library area as this helps to 
make them more relaxed and view it as a calm, 
quiet area. 

• Note what the children are enjoying most in 
their play, for example, trains, buses, role play. 
Introduce books on these subjects while they are 
playing and add them to the library area.

• Children enjoy looking at books with 
photographs of themselves. Take photos 
of children with their favourite book. Make 
personalised photo books with the children’s 
faces and names, taking part in various activities 
in the setting, on outings, and in family photos.

It is important that the library area is only used 
for story or book-related activities. Ensuring 
that memories and associations created around 
reading and the library area are always positive 
supports the foundations of a lifelong love of 
stories and reading.
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Ensure there are books and resources in the 
library area that reflect the diversity, home  
life and cultures of families in your setting,  
as well as books and resources that expand 
their knowledge of the world. If you have 
children for whom English is an additional 
language, make sure that you have some 
books in their home language. Your local 
public library may have a collection of 
books in other languages that are common 
in your local community, or you could ask 
parents to bring some in from home.



Your local library can support you to develop the 
collection of resources in your library area and will 
be happy to provide you with advice on themes 
and books to include. Your setting will have a staff 
library card, which will allow you to borrow multiple 
numbers of books or multiple copies of the same 
book to supplement your setting’s own collection. 

Many libraries have story times and you can arrange 
in advance for your group to visit. Many story 
times are also now available online. Libraries also 
run programmes throughout the year to support 
children’s literacy and numeracy skills including 
Spring into Storytime, Summer Stars, Children’s 
Book Festival, and Family Time at Your Library.2 

You can find the contact details for your  
local library at www.librariesireland.ie

Linking with Your Local Public Library

2. Information supplied by Libraries Development, Local Government 
Management Agency.

www.barnardos.ie | email resources@barnardos.ie
call 01 453 0355


