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Introduction

Research shows that children who speak multiple languages, particularly those
who have recently moved from one country to another, often find it harder to
develop strong reading and writing abilities. . |
It can be hard to access research findings or practical information on the most effective ‘@
ways to encourage and conduct read-aloud activities with and around children who - .
speak multiple languages. This handbook is written for adults who work with young é7[§
children (ages 2-6) who speak multiple

languages, including early years and

preschool teachers and staff. It is also Starting well with reading and writing
written for parents and caregivers of young when a child is young is considered a
children. It presents key research findings in strong indicator of their future success in

school. Reading aloud is a powerful way
of supporting the future development of
literacy in young children.

plain language, shares new ideas from the
research, and suggests actions to take in
Early Childhood Care and classrooms and
in the home.

THE HANDBOOK DEALS WITH THREE MAIN TOPICS:

Multilingualism Literacy Professional
how children developing Development
learn and use reading and guidance and

multiple writing skills strategies for

practitioners

languages with adults

Along the way, we explain important research findings, share practical steps that you can
apply right away, and point you to where you can find out more information.

At the end of the handbook, there is a checklist to
help you determine the quality of books for young
children, plus activity ideas for reading books with
multilingual children.




Key Terms Explained

TERM

Early Childhood
Education and
Care (ECEC)

Children/Pupils

Teachers/ECEC
Professionals

Multilingual

Home Language

Regional or
Minority
Language

Migrants
and Migrant
Languages

Literacy

WHAT IT MEANS IN THIS HANDBOOK

This term refers to preschool, Montessori,
créche and kindergarten settings.

We focus on children aged approximately 2 to 6 years.

We use this term to describe the staff who work in early
childhood education and care settings.

This term describes children and adults who can communicate
in more than one language in their daily life.

This is the language that children grow up speaking, used by
their parents or caregivers. We separate this from the school
language in this Handbook for clarity, even though they may be
the same for some children.

This term is used to refer to a language traditionally used in
a certain region and/or by a minority group over a long period
within a certain country.

The term migrant is used here to describe children or adults
with a migration background. In other words, we are describing
adults who did not grow up in the country where they currently
live, and their children. The term migrant languages is used

to describe the mother tongues of adults, with a migrant
background, and their children.

We use the term literacy to describe the ability to read and
write. This includes technical skills like reading words, but also
early activities like drawing and doodling, and the way children
generally interact with any written text.




Multilingualism in Early Learning

In this handbook, we explain how children who speak multiple languages learn to use
them. We look at how to recognize and actively use these multiple languages in early
learning settings. We'll also talk about the important link between the child’s home life
and the school or care environment.

We define “multilingualism” as being able to use more than one
language to communicate effectively in daily life.

It's about using languages, not just knowing them. A child doesn’t need to be perfectly
fluent to use a language; the ability to communicate is what counts.

Moving Beyond Negative Ideas

Too often, people view the school performance of children who speak multiple languages
through a negative lens. They see the child’'s multilingual background as a barrier to
learning the language used at school.

When children who speak a different language at home get lower test scores than
children who speak only one language, people often blame the home environment.
They might point to factors like how many books the family has or how well

their parents speak the language used at school. This negative view - sometimes called a
“deficit perspective”- puts the problem on multilingual families themselves. It reinforces
harmful stereotypes, for example, implying that some multilingual families have “less
culture” or fewer resources like books or museum visits). These stereotypes can then
cause teachers to have lower expectations for multilingual children and to interact with
them differently.

The Benefits of Multilingualism

Research has shown that this negative perspective on multilingualism is wrong,-."
In fact, being able to speak multiple languages is beneficial. It helps children
become more aware of how language works
(metalinguistic awareness) and improves
their thinking and problem-solving skills According to a key idea described by
(cognitive functioning). Professor James Cummins as “common
underlying proficiency”, the knowledge

and skills a child gains in one language
can actually help form the foundation for
learning and developing another language.



How Children Learn Language

Language development in children, including those who speak multiple languages,
happens in four main stages. While every child progresses at their own speed,
these stages give us a clear structure for understanding how they learn.
It's crucial to remember that the child’s environment - including the
involvement of parents and teachers - plays a very important role.

The Four Stages of Language Development:

This stage begins before birth!

Towards the end of their first year, toddlers start saying
their first words.

In this stage, children become much better
at telling the difference between various words
and sentences.

In the final stage, children’s vocabulary grows
very quickly.




Different Ways Children

on . Read with MEE
Become Multilingual
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LEARNING MORE THAN ONE
LANGUAGE AT THE SAME TIME

Some children are exposed to and grow
up with multiple languages at the same
time, right from birth.

® They go through the language
development stages for each
language at the same time.

Their separate language systems
develop side-by-side but are always
linked by a deeper system of
knowledge - like concepts and images
- that isn't tied to any single language.

These children are often good at
following the rules of each language
correctly and know instinctively which
language to use with which person
from a young age.

LEARNING ONE LANGUAGE
AFTER ANOTHER ONE

Other children learn their first language
from birth, and go through all of its
development stages before starting to
learn a second language.

® Their first language system is already
mostly formed, so they approach the
second language through the lens of
the first one.

It is vital that they keep developing
the first language well, because it has
a major impact on how successfully
they learn the second one.

Because of this established
foundation, the second language
often develops differently than the
first, sometimes skipping some of the
earliest developmental periods.




Several things can affect how well and how quickly a multilingual child develops
their languages:

How different the languages are

The greater the differences between the languages (linguistic distance),
the more challenging it might be.

Attitudes

How people feel about the child’s languages, and where those languages
fall in the “language hierarchy” (whether one language is valued more
than another), greatly influences the child.

Socio-economic Background

Things like a family’s income and access to resources matter. Children
from lower-income backgrounds often face more difficulties getting
access educational resources or receiving support in the home, which
can negatively affect their school performance. Conversely, children
from higher-income backgrounds often benefit from more advantages
like learning materials, extra activities, and greater parental participation
in their education.

While many of these factors - like a family’s background - are fixed
and can’t be changed by teachers or professionals, there are still many
important aspects that adults in early learning settings can influence,
and we will describe those below.



Using Multiple Languages in
Early Learning Settings

Even though teachers increasingly
understand that a child’s home
language is a valuable resource for
learning and a part of their identity,
many report that they don't feel

e It supports a multilingual child’s language
skills, awareness of language, and self-esteem.

e It creates a welcoming environment that
prepared to handle the language encourages an open and curious attitude about

diversity they see in the classroom. different languages among children.
Recognising all the languages

that young children bring to the
classroom has several major benefits.

From the research:
A practice called Translanguaging

When bringing multiple languages into early learning, it's important to know that
activities that strictly separate languages - by time, subject, or teacher - often don't match
the flexible ways multilingual children naturally use their language skills.

Translanguaging is a term used by some researchers to describe the spontaneous,
flexible language habits of multilingual speakers. In early childhood, many multilingual
children naturally translanguage as they communicate. Young children who know more
than one language naturally mix their languages when they talk, and they may also use
body language, gestures, and other ways of showing what they mean.

When ECEC teachers

The term ‘translanguaging’ comes from a Welsh word, use translanguaging,
trawsieithu. Welsh educator Cen Williams coined the they do so to improve

term. It originally referred to an educational strategy communication and support
in Wales that involved switching between the majority children’s learning, literacy,
language (English) for information, and the minority participation, and well-being.
language (Welsh) for active use, supporting the They also use it to value
revitalization of Welsh. children’s language skills

and identities. To achieve
this, they use strategies such as translating, switching to the child’s home language,
repeating a child’s words in two languages, helping children translate for each other, and
using different kinds of multimodal resources. These practices create more teacher-
child interaction, and teachers also learn from pupils' other languages, which helps build
positive relationships. Encouraging children to take part in classroom talk increases their
engagement, which supports the development of early literacy skills.

-9.



Did You Know?

Making Connections
Between Languages




Unfortunately, monolingual and multilingual children do not always get the same
learning opportunities in ECEC settings, because adults may interact with them in
different ways - usually quite unconsciously. For example, research shows that
kindergartens focused on teaching Dutch as a second language tend to be more teacher-
centred with less interaction between pupils, compared to mainstream kindergartens,
where lots of interaction between children was the norm. In some Dutch kindergartens,
newly arrived migrant children spend about one third of their time without interacting
with any peers, unlike in mainstream settings.

Differences in teacher-child interaction are also visible in the kind of support children
receive. Teachers often simplify questions for multilingual children by limiting the
possible answers, while they give monolingual children more hints so that they can work
out the answer themselves.

Multilingual pupils often participate less actively in both small- and large-group activities.
This may reflect a greater gap between their background knowledge and that of their
monolingual peers, but also the way that teachers and caregivers interact with them.

Dr Maire Mhic Mhathuna has conducted extensive research on naionrai
(Irish-medium preschools). Based on her investigations of young children
in early years settings, she advises:

® using rich, meaningful interactions, such as repeated storytelling

® using play and everyday routines, like the ‘Lunch Ritual’,
to provide children with rich input.

Used together, these activities help children to
participate more fully in a second language
environment.

Her research shows that by focusing on the
kind of incidental language learning that

happens in the ‘gaps’ (like putting on |
coats) along with with intentional learning -
scaffolded, inclusive activities - adults can

support young children to develop stronger
language skills.



Research from Dutch kindergarten classrooms shows that even within a single classroom,
teachers offer different pupils different opportunities deeper, extended talk. Elaborative
or exploratory talk gives children more chances to participate actively, which supports
both engagement and learning. Looking specifically at reading aloud, when teachers give
elaborative responses to children’s interactions during storytime, children are able to
explain ideas, make connections, and think aloud. They become more active participants
in the classroom and speculate about things beyond what is happening directly in

the book. On the other hand, evaluative talk, where teachers assess or judge a child’s
comment or answer (e.g. “Yes, that's right”, “Good job”, “No, that's not it”) tends to shut
down the conversation, prevents the child from explaining or thinking further, and limits
opportunities for deeper language use.

)

g ¢:::
Elaborative Talk Evaluative Talk

Check if a child’s
answer is right
or wrong.

Help children think more deeply
about the story and talk more.

Short comments,
confirming,
or correcting.

Curious, encouraging, inviting
children to share ideas.

Teacher “Why do you think that happened?” “Yes, that's right.”

Talk “What do you think will happen next?”
“How do you feel about that?”

“Tell me more?” “Good job.”

“No, not quite.”

With longer answers—explaining,
Children’s guessing, imagining, connecting the With short answers,

Talk story to the external world and to often just one word.
their own lives.

N . A quick exchange that
Nature of the J A back-and-forth conversation where usually stops after the

interaction ideas get bigger and clearer. teacher’s response.

Builds vocabulary, imagination, Helps them check

How It Helps J story understanding, and confidence facts but doesn't
in talking. grow their thinking.

The book shows a rabbit:
“Why do you think the rabbit is lost?
What in the picture tells you that?”

What animal is this?”
“Yes, it's a rabbit.”



Relationships with parents/caregivers
and ECEC staff

Strong working partnerships

Children who experience cultural continuity (similarities in between parents and early
language, culture, and perspectives between their home learning staff are vital for a
and school) often do better than children who experience child’s development

contradictions or big differences (cultural discontinuity). and well-being.
When the home and school share a linguistic or cultural
background, it improves communication and mutual
understanding between parents and staff. Even when
there's no shared language, staff can make an effort to
embrace multilingualism and communicate with parents who speak a minority language,
for example using simple daily greetings. Practices like this help to foster cultural
continuity and benefit children.

Asking parents and children for information about their home routines or for words
and phrases in their home language shows an open attitude toward the child's culture.
This not only reassures children and shows them their languages are valued, but it also
supports their learning by building on their existing “funds of knowledge.”

Funds of Knowledge refers to the diverse knowledge, skills, and
experiences that a family accumulates through their culture and
history. Teachers who see the “whole child” and recognize their
different roles and activities outside of school can better facilitate
learning. This approach allows teachers to understand the cultural
and historical foundations of a child’s home life, leading to new

and creative teaching strategies. It's fundamentally about creating
partnerships for teaching that respect the student’s background and
intelligence.

When teachers use a “funds of identity” approach - asking children

about parts of their identity, perhaps through sharing pictures
or making identity-related objects - students become more
engaged and show better learning attitudes. This approach
also improves their collaboration skills with peers.




“Third Spaces” for multilingual children

Educators can encourage the creation of a “third space” in the classroom, where
languages aren't seen as distinct entities, but as a flexible and creative way of
communicating by multilingual speakers. This can create a safe space for multilingual
children where their own ways of using language are normal.

When this acceptance is a standard classroom practice,
children are able to use their full range of language
skills when talking about personal items like pictures
or drawings. To create this kind of safe language space,
staff should consider the experiences of all children,
not just those who speak the majority language,
allowing every student to use their knowledge and
communication practices for learning.

A flexible use of all languages
can help bridge the gap
between home and school by

drawing on all of the language
and cultural knowledge held
by children.

Building a Strong Partnership
with Parents

Parents should be actively involved

when implementing multilingual A two-way relationship is essential: staff
practices. This can be done by shouldn’t only act as experts, but should also
organizing meetings to share learn from parents, recognizing them as experts
information about multilingualism, on their own child. This educational partnership
taking part in classroom storytelling benefits children’s learning and participation in
activities, or simply asking parents school, and it can help reduce inequalities.

for translations when needed.

These partnerships involve power dynamics: staff have authority in the classroom, but
parents hold more influence outside of it. In fact, research shows that the involvement
of parents at home is a significant factor in a child’s success at school. Trust is also
crucial, as parents are entrusting their children to the professionals. For a relationship to
thrive, both parents and staff must be aware of these power dynamics and their mutual
expectations regarding their roles.

A study in Belgium found that multilingual parents who spoke a minority language
generally had high trust and communication with early learning staff. But the study also
showed that ECEC staff rarely used languages other than the majority language and
didn't usually ask parents for words in their home language.

When school staff are not open to a parent’s culture and language, it can be damaging in
various ways. A welcoming and open attitude toward different languages and cultures is
beneficial not only for children’s well-being and learning but also for building strong ties

with parents.

-14-



Multilingualism means more than just knowing several
languages; it’s about actively using them in daily life.
The practice of using all of a child’s available languages flexibly
is a powerful teaching tool.

It helps staff improve communication, enrich learning, and genuinely
recognize children’s full range of language skills and identities.
Integrating multilingualism involves recognizing the value of all
languages, using flexible approaches like translanguaging,

Qld creating strong home-school connections.

A child's language learning happens in four distinct phases. Children learning languages
simultaneously (from birth) go through these phases for all languages at the same
time. Children learning languages sequentially (one after the other) go through them
separately. Development is influenced by things like how different the languages are,
family background, attitudes, and how people feel about those languages.

Embracing multilingualism is good for every child. It not only supports a child’s language
skills but also boosts their self-esteem, language awareness, and encourages an open-
minded attitude toward language diversity.

Strong partnerships between parents and early learning staff are essential for a child’s
development and happiness. Having an open and welcoming attitude toward different
languages and cultures strengthens relationships with parents and enriches children’s
learning experiences and reading development. When there is cultural continuity
(similarities in language, culture, and background) between the home and school, it helps
build mutual understanding and trust.



Practical Ways to Support
Multilingual Children

Key Takeaways Some suggestions for ECEC staff
and parents/caregivers to create
an inclusive and supportive
language environment.

MERHABA

Did you know that Basque is the oldest
living language in Europe? It does not
belong to a language family like the other
languages spoken in Europe, and its
origins are unknown. It's known as a
‘language isolate’. Bilingual speakers of
Basque and Spanish therefore speak two
very different languages.

-16 -



Focus on Communication
and Conversations

Home-School Partnerships




Reading and
Writing in

This part of our handbook focuses on
how young children develop their early
reading and writing skills (literacy) in our
modern, media-rich world (multiliteracy).

We will also look at how to make book
reading - including digital books - interactive
’ . and inclusive in ECEC settings.

Read with MEE

iere meartalige lésfeardigens



Early Multilingual Literacy

From a social perspective, young children learn to read and write by observing their
environment and noticing how adults and older children create and interact with written
texts. Social and economic factors also play a role in a child’s early literacy development.
For example, research shows that teachers sometimes expect less parental involvement
in families from lower-income households.

One effective way to support literacy in ECEC classrooms to make all languages
visible, through posters, books, stickers, labels and pictures. This ensures that the

diverse language landscape is represented, making the environment more
welcoming and inclusive for every child and family.

How Literacy Begins

The first signs of a child's journey toward reading and writing are doodling and drawing.
Children then gradually learn to assign meaning to these marks in three phases.

Children start
using shapes

Children use
actual, sometimes

Children begin to
add “text” to their

drawing, usually placing that look like made-up, letter
itin a corner and letters in signs to
making it smaller their drawings represent

than the drawing words.

itself.

Conversations about these doodles, drawings, and early texts are crucial for children
to become confident “users” of the reading and writing practices common in their
environment.

Multilingual children'’s path to early literacy is the same as that of children who speak only
one language. However, the way written texts are used at home or in the community can
differ. This can sometimes lead to a problem: reading and writing in the school language
may become associated with “learning,” while reading and writing in the home language
are not seen in the same way and are given a lower status.

A consequence of this is that multilingual children may
experience more difficulty than their peers because they
aren't allowed to use all the language resources available FE S ey 0 A i o S e i s
to them to understand and complete literacy tasks. and writing practices shouldn’t

be seen as separate categories, but
as overlapping and interconnected

It is therefore important to value non-school texts - like
reading community signs, writing grocery lists, or using skills. This helps to understand
social media - that might be different from those used at multilingual language use better
school, so all children can demonstrate their full abilities. than using simple opposing

concepts (such as reading versus
-19- writing).




Digital Tools for
Early Literacy
Development

Did you know that reading activities can include

not just reading aloud, but also many other different
ways of communicating, like pointing, using different
voices, facial expressions, and acting things out?

-20-



Did You Know?

A multilingual view of Irish




Digital storybooks present information in several ways at once -
through text, audio, pictures, and animation - and can boost a child’s
language understanding.

What makes a good digital story book?

® Interactive features, like animations you activate by touch, or short games, can help
comprehension if they don't distract the child from the story. If a child has too many
options - like flipping pages, activating animations, and playing games - they're likely to
get distracted.

® It's important that all parts of a digital book contribute directly to the story. Books
with supportive, integrated visuals and sounds (rather than random ones) help
children process information without getting overwhelmed. This improves children’s
vocabulary learning, as well as their understanding and memory of the story.

® Even digital storybooks with minimal extra features lead to similar comprehension
and memory results as reading physical books.

® Researchers have found that the interactive elements of digital storybooks increase
engagement by giving children more control, encouraging them to take a more active
role in shared reading.

Audiobooks are another digital tool that can support early literacy.

® Audiobooks provide a convenient and accessible platform, especially for younger
children, combining listening with other activities like physical responses to the story
(jumping, waving, dancing).

® Research shows that children understand stories similarly whether they hear them
or read them. When a story is both read and heard at the same time, it can boost
understanding.

® Other benefits of audiobooks include modelling pronunciation of words for
children, and allowing them to focus on the story without being held back by their
word-reading skills. While some view audiobooks as “cheating” because the narrator
does the reading for the learner, they are in fact a valuable addition to any reading
programme, home or classroom.

LY

TOP TIP!

prentenboekeninalletalen.nl




Emerging Technologies

® Augmented Reality (AR) is an interactive experience, mediated by a computer or
device, that enhances the physical word through the computer-generated images.
Storybooks which feature AR encourage children’s autonomy by giving them some
control over the reading experience and stimulates their engagement and learning
outcomes through interactive reading

@ Artificial Intelligence (Al) is one of the latest digital tools that can support early literacy.

However, research in this area is still limited and mostly focuses on “Al literacy”
(understanding and interacting with Al) rather than on how Al can develop literacy.
Al tools often lack the safety features required for
young children. However, it is likely that new
age-appropriate Al tools will be developed to
support literacy in young children.

Digital books can be useful for children
who are still learning the language of the

Dialogic BO O k classroom. Multimedia features - especially

those connecting words to images - support

Re adin g in children in creating a mental picture of the
i story, making it easier to understand.
Early Learning

Reading storybooks is a vital activity for a child’s early reading and writing
development at home and at school. It helps children learn new words,
improve their understanding of stories (comprehension), and become more
interested in reading (engagement).

Studies show that interaction between an adult (teacher, parent or caregiver) and a child
while reading a book significantly boosts the child’s language development by increasing
their vocabulary and knowledge of printed words.

Dialogic reading creates a unique environment for children to engage with a book.
Children are asked to connect the story to their own life, predict what might happen
next, or draw conclusions about the plot.

Asking questions and engaging the child in a discussion are more effective
for language learning than simply pointing out specific words. Other great
strategies, focussing on interaction and dialogue, include:

e Asking open-ended questions e Giving positive feedback

e Sharing comments that encourage e Linking the story to the
the child to respond child’s real life

-23-



Did You Know?

Dr Myrte Gosen'’s work focuses on how young children learn and understand
language during shared reading. She shows that it's not just reading the
words on the page that matters, but how teachers and children interact, talk
about the story, and participate together.

These interactions help children build understanding, develop concepts, and
become more confident with language. A key finding from her research is that
children learn more when they actively participate in discussions about the story,
rather than just listening passively. For example, when teachers ask open-ended
questions about the pictures, story events, or characters’ feelings, children are
more likely to connect ideas, use new words, and develop a deeper understanding
of the story. This shows that interactive reading strategies can be applied in
classrooms or at home to support early language and literacy development.

Dr Gosen's research shows that the magic of a book happens in the ‘talk’
around it. It's not just about the words on the page, but how adults and children
participate together.

A powerful way to do this is to pause and wonder - by pausing to wonder out

loud about a character’s feelings or a strange picture, we create space for the child
to speak. This moves them from being a passive listener to an active storyteller.
When children actively join the conversation, they don't just learn new words -
they build the confidence to understand and connect with the world around them.

-24-



Inclusive Books and
Reading Practices

When reading to a group
with different languages,
it’s important to remember
that not all children have

Asking open questions, following the child’s interests, | ol DDt

and repeating and expanding on what the child says opportu.nities when it comes
have really positive effects on their language, literacy, e

and thinking skills.

Dialogic reading also helps children’s social-emotional skills, such as their ability to
understand different points of view and grasp other people’s feelings.

Teachers can encourage interactive reading by bringing in children’s home languages. For
instance, staff can ask parents to come to class and read aloud together, with each adult
reading the same part of the story in a different language.

Using audiobooks or digital storybooks in other languages can also help multilingual
children better understand the main story.

Another valuable practice is buddy reading, where older and younger children read and
discuss books together. This boosts literacy and vocabulary through social interaction
and play, while also increasing motivation. If the buddies share the same home language,
they can help each other connect that language to the school language.

When teachers read in this interactive way, children are encouraged to actively
participate, leading to meaningful and detailed conversations. Taking part in these
conversations is good for children’s language learning, knowledge, and reasoning skills.

For example, when children explain why something happened in the story or suggest
solutions to a problem, they are showing both their reasoning and their learning.

Reading as if in conversation like this works well because the adult and child are
positioned as equals in the interaction - the book is the source that determines the final
explanation, so children’s ideas are discussed as possibilities rather than evaluated as
right or wrong. Keep in mind that children’s participation isn't only verbal. Listening,
observing, and non-verbal actions that are part of the conversation still mean they are
actively engaged.

TOP TIP!
Create Story Bags




Dr Joan Kiely's work highlights the power of dialogic reading, where adults
and children read together interactively, talk about the story, and ask
questions rather than just reading aloud. Her research on The Storytime
Project, run through local libraries, she shows how this child-centered
approach helps children develop language skills.

Kiely advocates using the PEER sequence:

Prompt the child to say something Expand on what they said.

about the book. Repeat the prompt to see

Evaluate their response. what they've learned.

Did you know that there
are six languages in the
Celtic language family?

These are Welsh, Irish, Gaelic,
Breton, Cornish, and Manx.

-26-



Did You Know?

A multilingual view
of Basque




Multilingual children are not always shown in the books they read. Ideally, all children
should be able to see themselves and explore the world in the literature available to
them. For example, when children of colour can't identify with characters, it can have

an negative impact on their self-esteem and reduce their enjoyment of reading. Studies
have found that multilingual children sometimes get more non-verbal support from staff,
while monolingual children get more verbal support. It can be quite common for staff

to discourage children from using languages other than the main language used in the
school, rather than encouraging all language use in the classroom.

Ensuring Equal Participation

® Using flexible language activities (like talking about the story in one language then
reading it or playing the audio book version in another language) before, during,
and after the main reading activity, can help multilingual children understand the
text better.

® Adults in the classroom can help to ensure that all languages are valued equally
when doing these kinds of activities, to avoid uneven levels of participation.

® It can be helpful to include physical objects (like balls, beanbags, paper hats etc)
that represent key parts of the story, and to act out parts of the story, as well as
reading the story aloud.

According to research by Professor Roel van Steensel, parents play a very important
role in creating a stimulating reading environment and supporting a child’s
motivation to read.

Simply having books in the house isn't enough. The quality of the
interactionis what matters! His research reminds us of the importance
of the home literacy environment, and encourages educators and
parents to work in tandem.

TOP TIP!

globalstorybooks.net/
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Early Literacy Foundations

Digital tools are helpful in boosting early literacy.
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In multilingual classrooms, inclusive practices ensure
that all children feel represented and have a fair chance
to participate.

e A range of flexible language activities can help
close the gaps between a child’s home language
and the school language. This can support their
overall literacy.

e These activities could include digital tools or audio
books, bilingual readers, picture books that can be
acted out, and the use of props when reading aloud.

e Involving parents in reading in the home language
or using buddy reading (pairing children up to read
together) are great ways to include a child’s home
languages in reading practices.
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Did You Know?

A multilingual view of Frysk




Some steps to support children’s reading and writing, especially
multilingual children

1. Acknowledging and welcoming all languages

® Be positive about all languages represented in the classroom, show an appreciation of
and celebrate how each child is unique in terms of their language identity.

® When checking a child’s early reading and writing skills, try to look at their abilities
in all of their languages, not just the main language of schooling. You can ask their
parents/guardians:

- which languages the child uses at home
- what kinds of books, songs, or stories the child engages with in each language
- whether the child shows interest in letters, sounds, or writing in any of their

languages, and their preferences when it comes to language activities.

® Choose inclusive books that feature characters who look like the children in your class.
This helps avoid negative effects on their reading motivation and self-esteem

® When choosing books, look for bilingual texts, use translations, or translate the story
together with the children

® Choose books which celebrate children’s interests, friends, home languages and
unique identities. Choose books which make them feel speciall

2. Make Reading Interactive and Inclusive

® Stimulate deep conversations around books by asking open-ended questions,
repeating what children say, and expanding on their answers

® Encourage children to use all their communicative resources, including gestures,
actions, drawings, and their home language

® Accept contributions as possibilities rather than judging them as right or wrong.
For example, use the book to provide the final answer instead of just closing off
the child’s ideas

® Acknowledge and confirm all engagement, whether verbal or non-verbal, and follow
the child's interest to guide the discussion

® Support understanding by using physical objects, signs, and pictures to illustrate
the story. Repeat the story multiple times or provide support/tell the story in the
home language



® Give visual (non-verbal) information at the same time as verbal information, rather
than after, to help children process

® Pair children up (buddy reading) to read texts together. This allows them to help each
other understand what they are reading

3. Support Language Development

® Focus on clear language modelling: Use clear pronunciation, repeat, rephrase,
and expand on what children say

® Provide corrective feedback gently: Use techniques like rephrasing correctly in
response or simply translating a phrase into another language if you can

P

Using Digital Tools

® Keep groups small (two or three children) when using apps so everyone can see the
screen and participate actively

® If possible, group children who share a language so they can help each other
understand the text

® Discuss digital texts before, during, and after reading, just as you would with a
paper book

® If using digital storybooks, ensure multimedia features do not distract from the story.
Give children the option to turn off or change the volume of sound effects if needed

® Limit definitions for hard words to just a few times per book, and have them appear
automatically during the story

o

Involve Parents and Caregivers

® Invite parents and caregivers to read and talk about stories in different languages
with the class.

® Treat parents as full partners by trusting them to share their own effective practices
for their child

® Bring the home into the classroom, by asking parents and family members for
suggestions of books to read aloud.



Professional
Development for

Professional training and development
can significantly improve the quality
of early childhood education.

This part of the handbook discusses key
research findings relevant to ECEC teachers.

It focuses on multilingualism and
literacy in early learning settings.




Multilingualism

Professional development focused on multilingualism can provide staff with new
knowledge about topics like how children with more than one language learn and use
those languages, how to use languages supportively and flexibly in the classroom, and
how the bilingual/multilingual brain works. Staff can then design and implement new
multilingual practices in their classrooms. They can discuss and evaluate these new
practices with their colleagues or the organizers during group or individual meetings.

Research suggests that teachers who participate in such programmes:

® Use more multilingual practices in the classroom.

® Develop more positive attitudes toward multilingualism, which, in turn, influences
the attitudes of parents and children

® Children in their classrooms show improved awareness of how language works.

Professional development can also happen at the whole-school level. For example,
schools can join the Language Friendly School network, and a language plan tailored to
their specific needs.

More information is available at https://languagefriendlyschool.org

The Challenge of Changing Habits

It can be difficult to fully adopt new methods, even

after training. All ECEC staff need time, support and
collaboration to learn new ways of working and to make
these new practices their own.




Training in Literacy

The structure of professional development programmes focusing on literacy is often
similar to training in multilingualism, but the focus is on supporting young children’s
reading and writing development.

Key topics to develop knowledge of early literacy include:

® How children develop and build their vocabulary

® The sounds of language
® Knowledge of letters and printed words, how sentences are built

® How to maintain children’s interest, engagement, and enjoyment of reading
and writing activities

Training positively influences teachers’ classroom behaviour during literacy activities,
such as how teachers can model language, give high-quality feedback, and create
opportunities for children to contribute to discussions on their own. Some successful
programmes specifically include collaboration with parents. This encourages the use
of materials to support literacy both at school and at home, and can also improve how
parents communicate with their child and the school

When planning any staff development, it’s essential

to remember that it takes time for professionals to

fully absorb new knowledge and adapt their day-to-day
practices. Training must allow enough time for changes
to happen.
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How to make changes that last

Top tips to for effective training programmes for
ECEC professionals:

e Offer long-term support.

Make training collaborative and hands-on.

Consider using videos for reflection.

Practise giving and receiving feedback.

Include families and the community.

Learn from others

One of the best ways to develop new practices is to learn from others. Some of the
examples below may be helpful to explore and adapt for your own context.

Lés-mar-foar-wiken - Just Read Aloud weeks

This is a yearly campaign promoting reading aloud to pre-school children in Fryslan. Every
year, a new book about the character Tomke, with stories, songs, and poems, is written

in Frisian alongside translations into other regional varieties. The book is sent to all pre-
schools in Fryslan and special attention is paid to reading together.

The Fryske Berneboeke-ambassadeur - Frisian children’s book
ambassador promotes children’s books and reading at schools, libraries, and events
throughout Fryslan. They work alongside the Dutch children’s book ambassador, but pay
special attention to the multilingual situation in Fryslan. Several other countries in Europe
also have their own book ambassador.
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Activities




Selecting the right books for young children can feel overwhelming, especially with so
many beautiful titles on the shelf. This checklist is designed to help early years educators,
parents, and carers make confident, informed choices that support early literacy
development.

Whether you're picking a story for group time or choosing

a bedtime favourite, these suggestions will guide you toward
books that spark curiosity, strengthen language skills, and
invite joyful reading experiences. Use the checklist as a
quick reference whenever you're faced with a decision—
so every book you share helps lay the foundations for

a lifelong love of reading.

The Read With MEE team compiled this checklist through
consultation with a wide range of ECEC practitioners,
researchers, parents and family members from the
Basque Country, Ireland, and Fryslan.

Language quality

® Books should use correct grammar, vocabulary, and spelling. If a dialect or another
variety of language is used, it should be authentic and correct, not just a translation or
transliteration.

® Texts that support explicit teaching (phonics, letters/sounds, vocabulary,
social concepts).

Literary quality

® Books are not mere texts; they are literature productions. High-quality writing
captures children’s attention: rhymes and repetition help early readers, while rich
ideas and well-crafted stories stimulate imagination.



Translation quality & authenticity (for dual/multilingual books)

® Good translations read naturally, not word-for-word. Ideally, local voices are involved,
making the story feel authentic to all cultures represented.

® There is a balance of languages (for dual/multilingual books).

® Both or all languages should have equal weight. If one is minimized, children may
feel their language is less valuable.

Language appropriateness

® The language level should match children’s age and proficiency: familiar words for
beginners, more complex structures as skills grow.

® Accessibility of vocabulary and grammar: Everyday, useful vocabulary keeps children
engaged; avoid unusual or rare words that confuse instead of help.

® Text complexity & readability: Developmentally appropriate sentence length,
vocabulary load; repetition and predictability build confidence in reading.

® Richness of vocabulary & conceptual depth: Children benefit from encountering new,
interesting words and ideas that go beyond casual conversation.

® Genre variety: Exposure to different genres (stories, poems, songs, non-fiction) helps
children learn multiple ways of using language.

Age-appropriateness

® Content should fit children’s maturity and understanding: what is exciting for a 6-year-
old may bore or overwhelm a 10-year-old.

Theme/topic relevance

® Topics engaging for children, relevant across cultures, and suitable for dual/
multilingual contexts.

® Connection to children’s lives: Books that reflect family, friends, or community
experiences help children connect reading with real life.

® Cultural relevance & authenticity: Stories should reflect children’s cultures in a
respectful way, avoiding stereotypes or tokenism.
Identity & representation

® Affirmation of children’s identities in a respectful way, avoiding stereotypes
or tokenism.

® Books shouldn’t only focus on heritage or “exotic” stories. Everyday topics, science,
and global citizenship are equally important.



® Stories that support belonging, empathy, friendship, respect, justice.

® Books that highlight multilingualism, inclusion, and co-existence prepare children
to live alongside others.

® Stories that are related with surrounding topics or domains (family, pets, friends...)

® Fun and playful stories make children want to read, which are the best motivator
for literacy.

Illustrations & visual supports:

® Clear, engaging, culturally sensitive illustrations that scaffold comprehension;
engaging, not distracting or decorating; onomatopoeia, visual clues, character
development through the book’s illustrations.

Text readability:

® Limited text per page for better reading. Too much text on a page discourages young
readers. Short passages paired with illustrations are easier to process.

Typography & layout (for dual/multilingual books):

® Both languages should be presented equally, with clear fonts and spacing.
Visual emphasis (bold, italics, caps) should support meaning, not distract.

Format & durability:

® Age-appropriate formats (board books, picture books); sturdy for young children.

Affordability & availability:

® A great book is only useful if children and teachers can access it — consider looking for
locally available, affordable, accessible books in print/digital/audio formats.

Usability across settings:

® Books that can be enjoyed at home, that can be read aloud in class or in small groups,
making them versatile teaching tools.

Community fit:

® Consider books and publishers that are aligned with local language practices,
policies, and literacy traditions.

® Locally authored or co-produced tend to be more sustainable, contextually
appropriate and more affordable; builds capacity for writers/illustrators in
minority languages.



Did You Know?

44% of the world’s languages are considered
endangered.

Supporting young children in reading doesn’t
just teach letters and words.

Children with a strong grasp of their home
language typically learn a second language more
deeply and quickly than children whose home
language is forgotten.
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