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W
O W !  W H AT  A  CO N T R I B U T I O N  T O  T H E  B O DY  O F  L I T-
erature around the public library’s role in the community 
in supporting early literacy and school readiness through 
parent education. Here we see the precepts and teachings 
of both the first and second editions of Every Child Ready 

to Read enriched—not only to help parents understand the connection between 
activities and later reading, but also to give specific examples and advice, bringing 
your public library to the forefront in the realm of early childhood education. 

As public libraries have moved more intentionally in this direction, I have 
become concerned that, in some cases, the joy of reading and the love of books 
and reading are taking a backseat to the early literacy focus. In some library sys-
tems, there is a move to call storytimes “classes.” I am happy to see that Lynn is 
making a distinction between storytimes and Countdown to Kindergarten sto-
ryhours. With storytimes, the impetus for our choices is based on the quality of 
the books and other materials, our joy in them, and their appropriateness for the 
ages/stages of the children targeted in the storytime. The Countdown storyhours 
have the adults’ understanding of early literacy and school readiness as the pri-
mary focus while using enjoyable books, materials, and activities that support the 
skills, practices, and domains being addressed. 

It may seem daunting to raise the level at which your library provides school 
readiness support to families and to increase the visibility of that aspect of library 
service in your community. As we add to our knowledge about early literacy and 
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Forewordviii

school readiness—and incorporate intentionality into our programs, services, 
marketing, outreach and initiatives—we must acknowledge what we already do 
know while continuing to increase our knowledge about child development and 
early literacy. This is an ongoing process. Recognize what you do know and grow 
from there. Our special contribution to the early childhood community is our 
knowledge of children’s literature and language activities and its connection to 
young children at different ages and stages, the collections we offer access to, and 
the community resources we offer. 

While both formal and informal learning have critical places in a person’s total 
learning, the public library must embrace its education role in the community as 
the place for informal learning. This is the niche where we make the most valu-
able contribution, where participants need not feel intimidated, where no one is 
tested, where no one is judged, where all are welcome, where all can grow and 
learn. Lynn’s tone, programs, techniques, and advocacy approach all support the 
public library’s contribution to informal learning. 

Lynn has brought to the public library realm her strong background as a pre-
school and kindergarten teacher, enriching the community and the state of Ken-
tucky in her role as early childhood advocate. 

May this book serve as inspiration to expand what you are already doing or to 
take a first step in an exciting journey to help your public library play a key role 
in helping every child enter school ready to learn. 

SAROJ GHOTING

Early Childhood Literacy Consultant
www.earlylit.net

Coauthor of STEP into Storytime: Using StoryTime Effective Practice to 
Strengthen the Development of Newborns to Five-Year-Olds and Storytimes 
for Everyone! Developing Young Children’s Language and Literacy
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O V E R  T H E  PA S T  F E W  D E C A D E S ,  R E S E A R C H  H A S  S H O W N 
just how important the early years of a child’s development are 
to later success in school. Most states—in recognition of these 
important years of development—have established guidelines 
and indicators of what it looks like for a child to be ready for 

school. While there are many wonderful early and preschool childhood programs 
in existence today, unfortunately, not every child has the opportunity to attend 
a formal preschool program before entering kindergarten. The public library is 
in the perfect position within the community to help bridge the gap between 
preschool and kindergarten—not just for families and children, but also for early 
care and preschool teachers, kindergarten teachers, legislators, and other service 
providers.

Most public libraries offer early childhood programs for children and families, 
but the development of a program that is deliberately focused on school readiness 
skills involves specific and intentional planning on the part of the librarian. This 
book will walk you through each step of creating a school readiness program that 
is connected to child development and early literacy skill practices. Beginning 
with the basics of early childhood development, the literacy practices of Every 
Child Ready to Read, and commonly adopted domains of school readiness, this 
book shows you how to successfully combine each of these components into a 
program that is intentionally focused on preparing children for school.

The basic framework in this book is based on the Countdown to Kindergarten 
program that I developed for Paul Sawyier Public Library in Frankfort, Kentucky. 
The program was developed in response to statewide kindergarten entrance 
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scores, which showed that the majority of kindergarten children in Kentucky 
were entering school not ready to learn. While our library was already offering 
programs that fostered early literacy skills and modeled literacy practices for par-
ents and caregivers, we made the decision to intentionally develop a school read-
iness program that connected to the definition of school readiness as established 
by the Governor’s Office of Early Childhood. I was able to combine my education 
and experience in early childhood education with my experience working in the 
public library in order to develop the Countdown to Kindergarten program.

I first conducted research on existing school readiness programs and began the 
planning process in the winter of 2012. By spring 2013, our library launched our 
first adult/child Countdown to Kindergarten program. We had such great inter-
est and success that we decided to offer an additional summer session for adults 
and children who had missed the program in the spring. After our first sessions, 
we made the decision to add a program in the fall for adults to attend without 
children in order to better connect adult attendees to early childhood community 
guest speakers. Guest speakers were invited to present information to adult par-
ticipants during the fall session based on the individual needs of our participants. 
As of the printing of this book, we have kept this basic timeline for both sessions 
of the program, and change guest speakers based on each individual group of 
adults who participate in the fall session of the program.

While our programming timeline works well for our library, it is merely a sug-
gestion to help you plan your own. Base your session timeline and frequency on 
what is appropriate for your own community. Some libraries may not have the 
room or ability to sustain a two-part, six-week session. It may work better for 
your library to offer a onetime program. Whatever your timeline or method, this 
book is meant to offer you guidelines of the types of things you will want to think 
about as you plan your school readiness program. Feel free to use the parts of the 
program that work best for your library and community, and/or adjust the parts 
that do not fit your needs.

One of the most beneficial collaborative partnerships that our library worked 
to establish was with our local kindergarten teachers. Working closely with your 
community’s kindergarten teachers can provide valuable information as you pre-
pare to connect your program activities to the specific needs of your community. 
Planning a meeting with local kindergarten teachers was one of our library’s first 
steps toward creating the Countdown curriculum. As a former preschool and 
kindergarten teacher, I knew that there were some important pieces of informa-
tion that kindergarten teachers could provide from the frontline of the classroom 
that we would not have otherwise. Connecting to early care and preschool teach-
ers in our community was equally helpful to the development of the Countdown 
program. Meeting with early care/preschool and kindergarten teachers helped 
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Introduction xiii

us gauge how well the practices of preschool-level programs in our community 
aligned with the expectations of kindergarten teachers. After meeting with kin-
dergarten teachers, and then later with early care/preschool teachers, it became 
clear that there was a lack of collaborative partnership opportunities between the 
two groups. In order to help facilitate communication between preschool and 
kindergarten teachers, our library has since planned a meeting that will bring the 
two together.

There are many benefits that your library may find from collaborating with the 
teachers in your own community. Chapter four of this book, “Public Libraries 
Bridging the Gap,” offers some guidance for building collaborative partnerships 
with preschool and kindergarten teachers, but there may be other ways that your 
library may find for your own community. The most important thing is that you 
make the effort to establish partnerships. As our library heard many times during 
the process, other organizations may not think of the public library as a school 
readiness service provider unless you make the effort to reach out.

While our library’s Countdown to Kindergarten program offers one frame-
work option, there are other school readiness services that can be incorporated 
into your own library’s early literacy–based programs. There are many ways that 
your entire statewide library system can become involved. In chapter eight of 
this book, “Examples of Public Library School Readiness Programs,” you will 
find examples of local and statewide programs. The ideas in this chapter can be 
used to help you develop a program for individual libraries, or to help libraries 
from across your state develop a collaborative initiative. The research involved in 
preparing our library's Countdown program led to the realization that there was 
not a consistent level of public library school readiness services being offered 
across the state of Kentucky. This realization led me to approach our state library 
system about establishing a task force that would work together to address school 
readiness programming on a statewide level.

As outlined in chapter nine, the task force worked together to promote public 
library services among other school readiness services in the state of Kentucky. 
The public library was not at the early childhood legislative table at the time. As 
members of our task force approached local and statewide legislators and those 
working in the state’s early childhood office, we were pleasantly surprised at the 
positive response we received. By and large, the sentiment we heard each time 
we made these connections was, “We never even thought of the public library, 
but it makes sense!” This experience taught us that public libraries have to be 
better advocates of the services that we provide. We have not been our own best 
champions in the past, and we need to understand that a lack of self-advocacy 
may mean that we are not affording ourselves the opportunity to serve those 
who most need our services because we are not reaching them. Additionally, we 
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have learned how important it is to fully understand how what we do connects 
to school readiness and early childhood development as a whole. For this reason, 
our task force attempts to connect librarians in our state to training opportuni-
ties that help develop knowledge and intentionality of school readiness program-
ming. We also work to connect to early childhood organizations and advisory 
boards on a state level. Through working to build these connections, we have 
been able to offer ourselves as early literacy experts, and to receive support for our 
school readiness services. It is my hope that this book will help other local and 
state library systems do the same.
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I
N O R D E R  F O R  YO U R  S C H O O L  R E A D I N E S S  P R O G R A M  T O  H A V E  T H E 
greatest impact, it is important that you have a basic understanding of early 
childhood development. While this chapter of the book is certainly not inclu-
sive of every early childhood development theory there is, it does provide a 
foundational overview to help you connect your school readiness program 

to specifi c developmental milestones that occur throughout early childhood. If 
you intentionally connect your program-planning choices to these milestones, 
your program is more likely to help prepare children, families, and schools within 
your community for the transition to kindergarten.

Th ere are many child development theories that have evolved over time in 
response to current research fi ndings. While there are theories that have existed 
for quite some time about the way that the young mind develops and learning 
occurs—and we will touch on several of these—the brain development research 
of the 1990s has made the biggest impact on how we look at early childhood 
development today. In order to provide services that truly link to where children 
are and where they need to be before kindergarten, it is imperative that you have 
a basic understanding of developmental domains and theories, as well as how the 
brain develops during the preschool years.

The Basics of

Early Childhood
Development

Chapter 1
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Chapter 12

Early Childhood Development Theories
Theorists such as Jean Piaget, Erik Erikson, Lev Vygotsky, and Arnold Gesell 
helped pave the way for today’s understanding of early childhood development. 
While each of these theorists developed very different theories long ago, each 
theory connects to skills that are important for school readiness today.

Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development asserts that children move 
through four different stages during childhood.1 This theory further suggests that 
two of these stages occur during early childhood, and that a child must move 
through each developmental stage before she can truly learn. According to Piag-
et’s theory, children from birth to age two are in the sensorimotor stage. In this 
stage, children learn about the world through movements and sensations. This 
means that children learn through actively doing—by manipulating the things in 
the world around them. At age two, according to Piaget’s theory, children move 
into the preoperational stage. Children continue to move through this stage until 
the age of seven. During the preoperational stage, children begin to use words 
and pictures to represent ideas. This stage coincides with the explosion of lan-
guage that also occurs during this time, which we will discuss more in-depth later 
in this chapter.

Erik Erikson’s theory of psychological development suggests the idea that 
children move through various stages in order to form an “ego identity,” which 
changes over time in response to new experiences and gained knowledge.2 This 
ego identity, according to Erikson’s theory, develops into competencies that form 
a child’s identity over time. This theory concentrates on the impact that the envi-
ronment has on a child’s personality development.

Another theory that focuses on how children learn is Lev Vygotsky’s construc-
tivism theory.3 This theory suggests that children learn through social interaction 
with others, and that this social interaction, in turn, leads to a child’s cognitive 
development. According to Vygotsky’s theory, all learning is social, and modes 
of communication are based on tools from the child’s culture, through language, 
reading, and writing. This theory focuses on the environment around the child as 
the primary factor impacting how a child learns.

One of the first early childhood experts to develop a list of “norms” or mile-
stones of early childhood development was Arnold Gesell. Gesell was a well-
known pediatrician and believed that the innate nature of maturing has more 
influence over a child’s development than that of the external environment.4 The 
modern concept of child development being organized into levels of “ages and 
stages” stemmed from Gesell’s theories and research.
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The Basics of Early Childhood Development 3

Ages and Stages
There have been several versions of developmental milestones published since 
the work of Gesell. The term “ages and stages” has become a universal term used 
by early childhood experts in order to organize milestones. Using Gesell’s work as 
a guideline, there is somewhat general consensus regarding the overall sequence 
of developmental skills, though age level divisions may vary slightly from source 
to source. Pediatricians often use some form of an ages-and-stages screening tool 
in order to assess a child’s developmental growth. Many well-known early child-
hood psychologists and pediatricians have published their own versions of mile-
stones or ages and stages guidelines, as well.

The Ages & Stages Questionnaire (ASQ) screening tool is used to identify areas 
of strength and developmental need according to milestones.5 The ASQ asks par-
ents to share observations of their child’s behavior across developmental areas. 
The ASQ is used to identify children who might need early intervention services 
before a child begins school. Many public library systems have become trained 
in administering the ASQ and offer this as one of their school readiness services 
for parents. Before your library offers any type of screening as a service to your 
community, it is important to acquire the relevant, required training. It is also 
important that library staff who are trained in using screening tools are familiar 
with the basics of early childhood development included in this chapter.

Brain Development Research
Arguably, the research that has had the most impact on our understanding of 
how children develop skills is the brain development research published in the 
1990s by the National Research Council and Institute of Medicine.6 This research 
provided evidence that a child’s development is not solely dependent on the nat-
ural course of developmental milestones, nor on the impact of the environment 
around them, but a combination of the two. This research also provided evidence 
that the human brain develops at the most rapid rate during the first few years of 
life. From the time of birth until a child reaches the age of five, the brain forms 
seven hundred to one thousand new neuron connections per second. From the 
age of six on, new connections slow down significantly, making the first few years 
of life before a child reaches kindergarten the optimal time for learning.

Language skills develop at a rapid rate during this time as well, and are directly 
connected to the language that a child hears in his natural environment. A child 
learns how to communicate by the interactions around him. When an infant is 
nurtured, spoken to, and responded to, his cries will develop into babbling, which 
typically leads to a language explosion of more than two hundred words by the 
age of two. By age five, a child who has been raised in a language-rich environ-
ment will likely speak over two thousand words.7
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Language and communication development is directly linked to a child’s 
vocabulary and literacy skill development. Understanding how a child’s brain 
develops will help you plan activities that foster language and literacy in your 
school readiness program. It is equally important that you model practices for 
parents and caregivers in order for your program to have the most impact. Par-
ents play the most important role in developing learning habits, and they know 
their children best. Providing guidance and making suggestions for activities that 
are feasible for parents to do with their children at home will reach beyond the 
walls of your program room and into the homes of the families you serve.

Early Childhood Developmental Domains
There are five widely accepted domains of early childhood development. These 
five areas of development are commonly identified within school readiness defi-
nitions and used in screening tools that measure a child’s development as they 
enter kindergarten. While some early childhood experts may label these domains 
a little differently, the following are the most common:

GROSS AND FINE MOTOR (PHYSICAL)
This domain includes large and small muscle movements. Gross motor activities 
are those that require large movements, such as running, jumping, skipping, and 
walking. Fine motor activities are those that engage the smaller muscles, such as 
writing, cutting, gripping, and eye-hand coordinated activities.

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL
This domain includes a child’s ability to learn how to play and get along with 
others, as well as the child’s self-perception and the ability to regulate her own 
emotions. A child’s ability to create bonds with others around her and to relate to 
the emotions of others are also social-emotional skills.

COGNITIVE
A child’s ability to pretend and explore are examples of early childhood cognitive 
skills, as is a child’s ability to understand concepts, such as numbers, colors, let-
ters, and shapes. Cognitive skills include the development of logical and creative 
thinking.

COMMUNICATIVE (LANGUAGE)
This domain includes a child’s ability to listen and communicate through speak-
ing and responding. Developing language skills is strongly associated with liter-
acy skill development. This area also includes a child’s ability to communicate 
through drawing and writing as well as a child’s development of auditory com-
munication skills, such as the ability to listen to stories and books.
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The Basics of Early Childhood Development 5

ADAPTIVE (SELF-HELP)
This domain refers to the child’s ability to adapt to new situations and transitions. 
Adaptive skills relate to the child’s ability to care for his own needs, such as tak-
ing care of bathroom needs, hanging up a jacket, and making alternative choices 
when met with obstacles.

These five domains offer a reference point for creating programs and services 
which foster growth in developmentally appropriate skills. In order to connect 
each child in your program to each developmental domain, you also need to 
understand the concept of developmentally appropriate practice.

Developmentally Appropriate Practice
Developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) refers to the foundational belief that 
activities should align both with typically progressing early childhood milestones 
and with the individual development of each child. The National Association for 
the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) officially adopted DAP as a part of 
its position statement in the late 1980s.8 Most preschool programs today are built 
on the principles of developmentally appropriate practice. Unfortunately, not all 
children will have a formal preschool experience prior to kindergarten. In fact, 
according to the National Center for Education Statistics, approximately 44 per-
cent of preschool-age children do not attend a formal preschool program.9 Your 
school readiness program will likely include many of the children who are within 
this population. Understanding and applying the concepts of DAP will help you 
provide services that are beneficial to children who do not have any other formal 
experience before starting kindergarten.

The core belief underlying DAP is that those who work with preschool chil-
dren should build relationships with the children and families in their programs 
in order to understand their abilities and needs. Knowing the children and fam-
ilies in your program should help you set goals that are “challenging and achiev-
able,” one of the main objectives of developmentally appropriate practice.10 While 
it may seem difficult to develop a relationship in the span of six weeks with every 
child and family who attends your program, this book provides interactive strat-
egies to help you identify and meet your attendees’ needs. Using these strategies, 
you will be able to help families and children make connections between early 
childhood experiences and preparing for school.

Connecting Early Childhood Development  
to School Readiness

This chapter has provided several pieces of early childhood development infor-
mation. As you prepare your school readiness program, begin with these pieces 
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as your foundational base. In order to create a program that intentionally bridges 
the gap between early childhood and kindergarten, you must understand why 
you are doing the things that you are doing in your programs. When you choose 
books, songs, and activities, do not choose them simply because they are “cute” or 
entertaining, or fit the overall theme of a program. Ask yourself how each of them 
relates to developmental theories and domains, brain development research, and 
developmentally appropriate practice. While you may find that you have already 
been offering some activities that connect to each of these, there is power and 
purpose in understanding the connection. When we understand the full impact 
that our school readiness programs can have for families and children, we become 
better early childhood advocates within our communities. 
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