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Introduction
Welcome
Welcome to Ready to Learn: Love Language and Literacy, a resource for family support
programs.
Family support programs have the special privilege and responsibility of meeting and
welcoming hundreds of families with babies and young children every year. These are busy,
demanding times for parents, and intensive active learning years for babies and children. It’s a
long teachable moment, and a hugely important one.
Ready to Learn can help!
Ready to Learn is a parent workshop series that demonstrates the vital links between love,
language and literacy in the first three years.
Ready to Learn is also a staff resource containing strategies and ideas for working with families
to promote their babies’ and children’s development and learning. These strategies are easily
integrated into everyday interactions with parents, and into program routines and activities.

Acknowledgments
Thank you to:
The Advisory Group for this project – Program Director Sherri Ernst, Program Supervisors
Sandra Aretusi, Lois Nuk and Maria Velasquez.
Early Literacy Specialists Meena Hakimyar, Lisa Henderson, Dave Page and Cathy Webb
for sharing their knowledge, insights and understanding of family support and early literacy
development.
Executive Director Sharon Filger for her leadership and vision.
Susan Gowans and Jo-Anne Robertson led the content creation and writing of the manual.
Macaulay’s curriculum, Lullabies to Literacy, provided the foundation and inspiration for this
resource.
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About this Manual
The goal of Ready to Learn is to enhance parents’ knowledge and skills so they can best
promote their babies’ and children’s learning in the critical first three years of life. The chart
below gives a range of options for using the activities. Staff are encouraged to make
adaptations as needed.

Promotion and
Registration

Program Options
Offer a full series of 5 group
sessions.

Notes

Staff face to face promotion
and other methods such
as flyers, e-blasts etc. Preregistration is recommended;
limit the group to 10 families
or 12 children maximum.

Children may be cared for
separately or may be with
adults during sessions.

Staff face to face promotion
and other methods such
as flyers, e-blasts etc. Preregistration is recommended;
limit the group to 10 families
or 12 children maximum.

Children may be cared for
separately or may be with
adults during sessions.

Lead an activity from the 5
Minute Facilitator menu within
existing programming.

No promotion needed.

This takes place in the usual
program time and space. We
recommend reading the related
session outline ahead of time to
better understand the activity.

Offer sessions as individual
family support, such as within
family home visiting.

Explain the opportunity to
individual families and invite
their participation.

Each session is 75 minutes, not
including optional snack time.

Choose one or more sessions to
offer as single workshops.
Each session is 75 minutes, not
including optional snack time.

Each individual session is
40 minutes.

A sample promotional flyer for the workshop series is [here]. Encourage families to
pre-register so you will know children’s ages and how many people to plan for.
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Before you Begin — some things to know:
P The workshop outlines give separate instructions for group and individual sessions. We
recommend reading the section Bringing the Series to Groups or Bringing the Series to
Individuals to prepare for the sessions.
P Ideally, children are cared for separately during the registered group program. However,
it can be offered effectively with children present. Having extra staff, students or volunteers
to interact with the children may be helpful during the adult discussions.
P It is understood that children will usually be present for individual in-home sessions.
P To demonstrate interactions with babies, we recommend using a doll or stuffed toy.
This avoids comparisons between the staff and the parent.
P Throughout the manual, all references to parents include caregivers such as grandparents
or others.
P Babies and toddlers are referred to without giving an age range, as the developmental stage
may be a more useful marker than chronological age. In general, we suggest that babies
become toddlers when they begin to toddle.
P It is assumed that programs already have play materials, children’s books and a list of songs
and rhymes to choose from. Where appropriate, to reinforce the session topic, specific books
or songs and rhymes are suggested. The words for many rhymes are available on-line. For
book recommendations we suggest consulting:
• your Early Literacy Specialist
• your local children’s librarian
• staff of a specialty children’s bookstore
• http://macaulaycentre.org/programs/early-literacy/for-professionals/
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Putting Knowledge into Practice
Ready to Learn is guided by an understanding of child development, adult learning and the
principles of the ELECT and How Does Learning Happen documents. Here is a brief summary
of how these principles are applied in Ready to Learn.

Guiding Principles

Putting Knowledge into Practice

Parents are their children’s first and most
important teachers, right from birth.

Each session gives examples of how parents’
everyday interactions guide their babies’ and
children’s learning, without formal teaching.

A loving connection with a caring adult is the
foundation for development and learning.

The first 2 sessions show how and why a loving
connection builds brains.

All parents, no matter what their situation,
education or literacy level, can give their
children positive learning experiences.

Ready to Learn shows how simple, fun activities
of daily life can help children learn. All parents can
provide these experiences.

Young children learn best through play,
especially play opportunities that develop
their innate capacity for complex thinking.

The activities in Ready to Learn demonstrate that
for young children there is no difference between
learning and play.

Adults learn best when learning builds on
their experience and strengths.

Ready to Learn recognizes parents’ skills and
expertise, and gives participants time to share this
knowledge and experience with each other.

Below is an overview of the sessions and their connection to How Does Learning Happen.

Session Content and
Key Messages

How Does Learning Happen:
Program Expectations

Session 1: Ready to Learn
This session defines self-regulation, and explains
its development and importance for learning.
Key messages
• parents’ self-regulation in turn helps their
child learn self-regulation
• self-regulation is an essential skill for
successful life-long learning

Well-being
• demonstrate connections between cognition
and physical and emotional well-being,
self-regulation
Belonging
• cultivate authentic relationships and
connections
• be attuned to the physical and emotional
states of each child
• respond in a warm and sensitive manner,
through body language as well as words
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Session Content and
Key Messages

How Does Learning Happen:
Program Expectations

Session 2: Building Brains with Love
This session demonstrates how responsive
‘serve and return’ interactions build neural
pathways in babies’ brains.

Expression

Key messages

• be attuned and respond to children’s cues

• ‘serve and return’ interactions between
parent and baby or child wire the brain
for learning in the first 3 years of life

• engage in authentic, reciprocal communication
with children

• recognizing and responding to babies’ cues
strengthens this brain wiring

• foster communication and expression
in all forms

• children participate as both initiators
and equal partners
Belonging
• cultivate authentic relationships and
connections
• be attuned to the physical and emotional states
of children and adults
• respond in a warm and sensitive manner
Well-being
• nurture healthy development and well-being
• share the evidence that early experiences
have a significant impact on brain development

Session 3: Let’s Sing and Rhyme
This session demonstrates how songs
and rhymes make a significant and unique
contribution to early literacy development.
Key messages
• singing and rhyming often with a baby or
young child helps build a foundation for later
reading and literacy development
• unique features of songs and rhymes make
them perfect for developing early literacy
skills right from birth

Ready to Learn: Love, Language and Literacy

			

Expression
• foster communication and expression in all forms
• weave language and literacy-related activities
and materials into daily experiences, routines
and physical spaces
• work with families to find ways to support and
enrich the transmission of language and culture
• encourage children to engage in play with words
and sounds in song and rhyme
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Session Content and
Key Messages

How Does Learning Happen:
Program Expectations

Session 4: Let’s Enjoy Books and Stories Together
This session highlights the benefits of sharing
stories and books with babies and young children
right from the start, and demonstrates strategies
for maintaining interest and engagement.

Expression

Key messages

• weave language and literacy-related activities
and materials into all daily experiences, routines
and physical spaces

• parents can learn and use many strategies to
keep their babies and young children engaged
with books and stories
• all parents, including non-readers, can enjoy
sharing books and stories with their baby
or young child

• foster communication and expression in all forms
• engage and cultivate children’s connections with
stories and books

• work with families to find ways to support and
enrich the transmission of language and culture

Session 5: Making a Mark
This session demonstrates the importance of
drawing and scribbling as precursors to printing
and as a means of self-expression.

Expression

Key messages

• consider children’s art as a form of expression

• foster communication and expression in all forms
• support children’s expression in all forms

• provide good-quality materials and ample
time throughout the day so that children are
encouraged to express themselves through
drawing, painting, etc.
• children move through stages in their scribbling
and drawing without being taught
• art-making, drawing and scribbling are
important both as skill development for later
printing and as a means of self-expression
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Bringing the Workshop
Series to Groups
Session Components for Groups
Each session in the Ready to Learn workshop series follows this format. Times listed are
approximate. For step-by-step session outlines see Session Outlines in Part B [here].

Welcome and Check In
(10 minutes)
The facilitator greets and welcomes each family, and gives participants time to talk briefly
about their week. Did they try something at home that they learned at the last session? Did
their children do something new?
A breathing exercise [here] is introduced in the first session, and used at the opening of each
session to reinforce the idea of being calm and alert for learning.

Adult Group Time
(20 minutes)
New information about the topic is introduced, using an interactive method such as a game or
demonstration. There is time for discussion and sharing ideas. Participants are encouraged to
decide on one new activity or tip to use during the week. If babies and children are present,
their needs come first. For tips on leading this group time, refer to Techniques for Working with
Groups [here].

Interactive Play
(25 minutes, including Book Blanket)
Adults and children play together with the materials provided. The facilitator observes and joins
in as appropriate to model and encourage play that supports the parent child connection and
language development.
Sample Materials for Interactive Play:
• play dough
• varieties of paper for tearing or drawing
• large crayons and markers
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• puzzles and shape sorters
• trays of sand and/or water
• toy cars, trucks, animals and people
• soft blocks and balls, building blocks
• fabric squares approx. 8”x10” (for peek-a-boo, toy blankets, dusting)

Facilitator Role During Interactive Play
To promote positive adult-child interactions:
• encourage parents, babies and children to explore the materials together
• point out and demonstrate ways to apply key points from the session
• model a positive way of talking and being with babies and children
• scan the room to notice potential problems or safety issues
• observe the play and be alert for opportunities to support, reinforce or gently
re-focus interactions
• offer child development information
• emphasize the positive
• talk directly to the baby or child to help the adult interpret their cues; e.g., “It looks like you
need that piece of play dough all to yourself for now. I’ll find some more for the others.”
• For strategies to handle specific parent-child situations, see Promoting Positive
Interactions [here]

Book Blanket
(During Interactive Play)
The Book Blanket provides an enticement for adults and children to read together. Depending
on your group, you may want to have it available throughout Interactive Play, or you may
decide to put other play materials away to focus only on the Book Blanket for a time. If parents
seem reluctant to read with their baby or child, refer to Addressing Barriers to Reading with
Babies and Children [here] and to the parent handout Let’s Enjoy Books and Stories Together
in Session 4 [here].
Arrange 15 to 25 children’s books on an attractive blanket on the floor in a quiet area of the
room.
Include board books, picture books with and without words, rhymes and poems, counting
books, topics of special interest to participants, books that reflect familiar settings, family and
cultural diversity, books in languages other than English, etc.
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Facilitator Role for Book Blanket
• sit on the blanket and invite adults, babies and children to come and look at
the books together
• show enjoyment and interest in books yourself– enthusiasm is contagious!
• offer help to choose a book if needed
• reassure adults that you expect some wear and tear on the books
• observe the interactions and make general comments to reinforce key messages,
such as pointing at the pictures, or skipping pages
• model ways to effectively read books with babies and young children
• promote the public libraries and encourage families to borrow books
• read the cues to know when to end the session

Snack Time
(Optional)
Follow your usual program routine for snack time.

Rhyme Time
(10 minutes)
• gather the adults, babies and children in a circle
• lead the group in familiar songs and rhymes
• invite parents to lead, and perhaps teach, a song or rhyme in their home language
• introduce a new song or rhyme and encourage participants to use it during the week.
See Sample Songs and Rhymes [here].
• to enhance fun and learning, offer shakers, maracas and other props as appropriate
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Goodbye
(10 Minutes)
This is a time to:
• connect with each family individually
• follow up on referrals or other individual issues
• thank families for their participation
• invite feedback on the session; see Feedback and Evaluation [here]
• end with a positive comment on something the parent did or how their baby or
child is developing
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Techniques for Working with Groups
This section gives tips and ideas to keep your group running smoothly.

Before the Session: Getting Ready
Give yourself lots of time before the session starts so you can:
• set out name tags and markers
• arrange chairs in a circle or horseshoe formation
• prepare the children’s materials
• have the Book Blanket and books ready
• post the Agenda and Group Guidelines
• review and organize the materials and handouts
• prepare for snack time if included
• be ready to greet participants individually
You can invite early arrivals to help with these preparations. This may help them feel
more comfortable and welcome.

Introductions
For effective introductions, keep them informal, make them a part of each session and use
name tags.

Group Guidelines
Explain to the group that Group Guidelines are agreements about how the group wants to work
together during the sessions.
Give an example of a guideline and then invite participants to suggest ideas. Write each
suggestion in the speaker’s own words on flip chart. Explain that you will post the flip chart at
each session as a reminder of the group agreements. They can be added to at any time.
This exercise sets the tone and involves participants right from the beginning.
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Here is an example of Group Guidelines:
• We’ll start and end on time
• Listen to the person speaking
• Stay on topic
• Everyone has an equal chance to speak
• Respect confidentiality (don’t repeat outside the group what anyone says in the group)
• It’s OK to ask questions
• It’s OK to question an idea, but not to criticize a person

Brainstorming
“Brainstorming” is a way to engage the whole group in sharing ideas. Explain to the group that
brainstorming gives room for all ideas without evaluation; there is no right or wrong.
Using flip chart or large screen, record as closely as possible the exact words of the speaker.
Making changes may look as if you are devaluing a contribution. Give participants time to form
and express their ideas. It is fine for you as the facilitator to suggest something important that
the group does not mention.

Parking Lot
A ‘Parking Lot’ is a way of respectfully dealing with issues beyond the agenda topic that do not
need immediate attention.
On a flip chart or large screen labeled Parking Lot, record the issue, and explain that it will
be addressed at another time. Be sure to follow through. If the issue is not related at all to
the program, do not add it to the Parking Lot. Instead you may want to speak individually to
address a specific concern or refer the participant to another community resource.

Co-Facilitation
Facilitating the group with a colleague offers the advantages of mutual support and
professional development as you share your skills and ideas.
Be sure you both have time to meet to reflect on the previous session, plan the next one, and
address any issues that could potentially lead to conflict.
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Group Discussions
Here are some tips for leading effective group discussions:
• Prepare ahead some questions you can ask to spark discussion.
• Pose open-ended questions without a right or wrong answer. For example, instead of asking,
“Do you enjoy reading with your child?” ask “What happens when you read with your child?”
• Invite and encourage participants to respond to each other’s comments.
• Make eye contact and watch the group’s non-verbal communication.
• Listen carefully to what people say so you can link ideas and move the discussion along.

Six Common Group Challenges
Some situations call for you to dig deep into your “facilitator tool kit”. Below are examples of
group challenges and some strategies to manage them.
1. One individual dominates a discussion.
Ways to manage:
• Take a moment to review the Group Guidelines as a reminder to take turns.
• Try an indirect approach. You might say something like: “Thanks Marie for your contribution.
I wonder what others in the group are thinking.” Keep your body language direct – i.e. eye
contact, straight posture, a friendly expression.
• Suggest that comments be kept to a certain amount of time, and ask for a volunteer to be
timekeeper.
• Go around the circle giving everyone a chance to speak. Have the speaker hold something,
such as a talking stick, that can be passed from speaker to speaker so no one interrupts.
• Arrange to sit beside the person who monopolizes. This way you avoid eye contact and you
can quietly ask her to wait her turn, or gently tap her on the arm as a reminder to wait.
• If necessary, respectfully interrupt. This is something to practice with your co-facilitator so
you can stay friendly but firm. Allowing one person to dominate can discourage others from
attending.
• If the person continues to dominate, try talking to her outside the group. Be frank,
acknowledge her contribution and explain that everyone in the group needs time to share
ideas and express themselves. If you sense that she needs extra attention, find ways for her
to help you with the session and be sure to thank her for her contribution.
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2. All the group members agree on inaccurate or inappropriate information.
Ways to manage:
• Misinformation that is confusing, but not dangerous, can be turned back to the group
for more discussion. Ask questions such as:
— What might happen over time by doing this?
— What is the child learning from this approach?
— Does anyone have a different opinion about this?
• If the misinformation is illegal or dangerous, then as the facilitator you need to point
that out. Say for example:
— That sounds like someone could be hurt because... What else could be done
that would be safe?
— That used to be the accepted practice, but new research has found that...
— Actually, it’s against the law to... What are some other ways to...?

3. The discussion gets off topic.
Ways to manage:
• If the new topic seems important for the group to discuss, be flexible. An issue might be
resolved within a few minutes, leaving the group feeling good about having their needs
met. To get back on track, say something like: ‘’I’m glad you brought that up! Let’s return
now to where we left off.”
• If the topic doesn’t need immediate attention, you can say: “That’s a good question.
Let’s add it to the ‘Parking Lot’.
• Use your judgment as group leader, based on your observations and your knowledge
of the group. For example, you may need to simply say “We’ve gotten way off topic
and I’m noticing the time. Let’s return to where we were.”

4. You don’t know the answer to participants’ questions.
Ways to manage:
• Remember, you are not expected to be an expert on every topic. Your role is to ask
questions and set up activities that help make the information more meaningful for
participants.
• Turn the question back to the group: “I don’t know the answer to that. Does anyone
else know?”
• Offer to find out for the next session. Be sure to follow through.
• Ask a group member to volunteer to find out the answer.
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5. The group seems restless, inattentive or uninvolved.
Ways to manage:
• Try to understand the cause; say for example: “It seems that people are restless today.
Can someone help me understand why?”
• Ask questions that you are genuinely interested in hearing answers for.
• Look at the speaker and show that you are listening.
• Be sure the material connects with people’s experience and interest.
• Ask people to talk in pairs for a few minutes about the topic and then return to the full group.
• You may need to change the agenda – move to snack or Rhyme Time and then return
to the discussion.

6. The group is completely silent.
Ways to manage:
• Silence does not necessarily mean that something is wrong. Try to understand what is
happening. Do participants seem interested, or does the silence mean they are bored or
uncomfortable? Some adults may expect you, as the leader, to do all the talking. It may take
time for participants to feel confident about speaking in the group. Some may be waiting to
see if anyone else will speak. Others may feel they lack the language skills they need. Some
may doubt that what they say will interest the group. Others may simply need time to think
and form their response.
• To give individuals time to respond to a question, try counting silently to 10 before speaking.
Remember to breathe and try to look relaxed yourself during silent times.
• It is not usually a good idea to single out one person. i.e. “Marie, what do you think?” This
may make people worry that they will be put on the spot next.
• Try asking: “What is it about the question I asked that has everyone silent?” or, “Did
everyone understand what I was trying to say?”
• If the silence continues, just move along to the next activity. There may be things beyond
your control, and concerns that you may never know about that influence participation.
Certain topics may simply be less important to your group.
• Groups come in all varieties. Some are naturally more quiet and others more energetic.
Adapt your style and expectations. A quiet group can also be a successful and satisfying
group.
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Small Group Work
There are several methods for dividing up the full group for a small group task.
1. Group people who are already sitting together. This is an easy method for when time or
space is limited.
2. Pre-arrangement: Prepare name tags with a number or symbol on them. It is then easy to
have participants form a group with others with the same number or symbol on their name
tag. This method allows you to control who will sit together.
3. Numbering off: Decide in advance how many small groups will be best. Explain to the group
that they will form 3 small groups (or however many you decide) by numbering off from
one to three. Ask the person beside you to begin. Remind everyone to remember their
number! Ask all the number ones and so on, to gather at a work area.
4. Self-selection: Simply invite people to form themselves into groups of 3 or 4 people and
to go to one of the work areas. This method is best if you are sure that no one will feel
anxious or left out. It is best when everyone is comfortable with each other, not with a
newly formed group.
Role of the facilitator during small groups:
• explain the task clearly
• be available to answer questions
• keep track of time
• make sure that every group has a note-taker and a spokesperson if there will
be reporting back
• observe, listen and decide when your help may be needed

Reporting Back
When the groups have reassembled, invite each spokesperson to share the main points from
their group. Keep the process moving. When there are many small groups, consider asking for
just one or two points from each.
Facilitator role during reporting back:
• ask clarifying questions
• make linkages between the contributions of each group
• give positive reinforcement to the speaker
• invite questions
• thank the spokesperson
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Feedback and Evaluation
It is important to check in with participants for feedback and to make adjustments to
the program as needed. This feedback can give you valuable ideas for future work.
Ongoing evaluations may be:
• informal conversations with individuals or small groups to gauge satisfaction
• group feedback sessions to ensure that topics and structure are meeting needs
• a written questionnaire
A final evaluation may be:
• verbal feedback session
• a written questionnaire to measure satisfaction
• a written questionnaire to gauge learning outcomes and changes
• click [here] to see a sample questionnaire
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Sample Registration Form

Family Literacy
Registration Form
Program Name:
Program Location:
Date & Time:
Parent Name(s):

Phone Number:
Language(s) spoken
at home:
Children who will be attending:
Name(s):

Age:

Special instructions for child minding, if applicable:

Staff Name

Ready to Learn: Love, Language and Literacy

Date of Registration
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Sample Flyer

Your logo

Coming Soon!

Ready to Learn:
Love, Language
and Literacy
A workshop series for parents and
caregivers of young children birth
to 3 years to support learning in
everyday activities
These interactive sessions will explore:
• How to help your child become ready to learn
• How young children’s brains grow and how
you can help

Dates:
(5 Monday Sessions)
February 6, 13, 27
March 6,13

• Having fun with songs and rhymes, stories
and books
To register call: (416) 555-5555 x111
If you have a disability and require extra support
to participate, we may be able to help. Call
(416) 555-5555 x111 or email info@
mycentrename. Support persons who
accompany someone with a disability are
welcome.

Ready to Learn: Love, Language and Literacy

			

Where:
Our Family Centre
123 Main Street
(at CrossStreet)

Time:
10:00-11:30am
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Sample Evaluation Form

How was this Workshop?



At this workshop:

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree



Strongly
Disagree

My questions were answered.

I learned something about parenting
that I didn’t know before.
I learned something that I will try
(like a technique or strategy).
I got practical information that I will
use (such as stages of my child’s
growth and development).
I learned something that makes me
feel more confident about parenting.
Is there anything else you would like to tell us?

Thank you!
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Bringing the Workshop
Series to Individuals
Session Components for Individuals
Each session of the Ready to Learn workshop series follows the same basic outline.
The outline is designed for a home visit session, but it is adaptable to other settings.
Times given here are approximate.

Introduction
(10 minutes)
• make sure that everyone is settled and comfortable
• ask if there are any issues or tasks that need attention first
• lead the breathing exercise [here] to promote relaxation and attention
• provide play materials for the child or baby (see below)
• ask about the home activity from the previous session. Did they try it? How did it go?
• introduce the topic for the session

Discussion and Activity
(20 minutes)
There are typically three parts to the Discussion/Activity:
1. Picture for Discussion
• introduce the Picture for Discussion that illustrates the session’s topic
• if the child is verbal, they may be able to join in talking about the picture. The pictures
are found in the session outlines for individuals.
• use the guiding questions given for each topic to talk about the picture, introduce new
information and affirm what the parent is already doing

2. Parent Handout
• Handouts are found in the individual session outlines
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3. Home Activity Plan
This is a verbal or written plan for the parent to complete with facilitator support, based on
the session topic. The plans are found in each session outline for individuals. In Session 5 the
parent handout also serves as the Home Activity Plan.
• using ideas from the discussion, invite the parent to decide on something to try
during the week
• help the parent be specific about their plan. For example, instead of saying “sing to
my baby”, say “sing a lullaby at bedtime each night”

Rhyme Time
(10 minutes)
• gather with the parent and baby/child in a circle
• lead in singing familiar songs and rhymes
• encourage the parent and child to share their own favourite songs and rhymes
• this can also be time to share a book or story
• end with a song that closes the session

Recommended Play Materials
First check that the parent approves of these materials in the home.
• play dough
• shape sorters, puzzles
• stacking toys
• large crayons and variety of paper to tear or draw on
• puppets, including finger puppets
• soft blocks, small building blocks
• infant activity centre
• unbreakable mirror
• toy cars, trucks, people
• variety of children’s books, including board books
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Techniques for Working with Individuals
A positive and trusting relationship with the family is essential to the success of the Ready to
Learn sessions for individuals.
Challenges that may come up when working with families can become opportunities to
build understanding and strengthen the relationship. Here are examples of some common
challenges with suggestions for how to address them.

What About the Children?
Consider interruptions from the baby or child as part of the program. The sessions are for them
as well as the adult. It’s also an opportunity to model how to manage behaviour. Apart from
young babies, who can simply be held, try to include the child in the discussion or activity. If
this is impossible:
• explain the idea of taking turns
• invite younger children to sit on a lap
• bring materials for the child to keep them engaged
• shorten the session if necessary
• spend more time on songs and rhymes
• spend more time sharing books
• keep a sense of humour and enjoy the child’s enthusiasm!

Distractions
In a home setting, there may be events that make it difficult to complete the Ready to Learn
activities. With the parent, try to anticipate possible distractions and discuss ways to minimize
their impact. For example:
• agree to keep the TV off
• agree how to handle visitors or phone interruptions

Keeping Focus
During a session, parents may raise issues unrelated to the topic. Use your judgement about
how to address them. Consider the following:
• Check in with the parent at the beginning of the session to know if there is something she
needs to discuss. See if it can be addressed first or decide on a time to talk about it later.
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• Agree on a time frame for the session so that there is time afterwards for other concerns.
• If a parent is too distracted by another issue, you may need to reschedule the session or
stop the sessions entirely until the situation is resolved.

The Home Activity
Some families may regularly say that they forgot about the activity or were too busy.
Here are some ways you can help make it easier for the parent to follow through:
• Check to be sure the parent feels comfortable and confident about the activity.
• Take time to mention the home activity and encourage the parent just before you leave.
• Suggest that the parent post the written plan in view as a reminder.
• Make a note of what the parent has decided to try, so you can follow up.
• If they have done even part of the activity, and if the child is verbal, listen to their perspective
of how it went. Parents may feel encouraged if the child enjoys what they did together.
• When discussing the next home activity, help the parent figure out how to make time for it
during the week.
• Be generous with positive feedback for any attempt, and for things you notice during the
session itself.
• Help the parent reflect on her own feelings about the activity and how it went, or might go.
• Stay positive and non-judgmental.

Motivation
At times, a parent may appear uninterested in the program. Here are some ideas to help
increase parents’ engagement:
• Point out what you notice the children are learning as a result of what the parent is doing.
• Recognize that some of the ideas may be quite new. Parents may need time to build their
confidence.
• Adapt the session to meet individual needs. Change the structure, or bring in new
information.
• Pay attention to what the parent wants most to learn.
• Keep it fun!
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Session 1 for Groups: Ready to Learn
When parents are calm, alert and focused they can help their baby or child also be calm,
alert and ready to learn. This session shows how parents can:
• recognize their own states of attention and emotions for their well-being
• regulate their own attention, emotions and behaviour to be calm and focused
• understand how being calm and focused helps their child be ready to learn
• help their baby or child learn to stay in a ‘just right’ state for learning

Agenda

Materials for this Session

Welcome, Introductions
and Group Guidelines		

• Agenda
(15 mins)

• Flip chart and markers, or screen

Adult Group Time 		

(20 mins)

Interactive Play and		
Book Blanket (included
in Interactive Play)

(20 mins)

• 5 pictures of babies and young children
at different states of arousal; see
www.pixabay.com for free photo bank

Snack Time (optional)		

(15 mins)

Rhyme Time			

(10 mins)

Goodbye			

(10 mins)

• Books and play materials
– see Interactive Play [here]
• Facilitator Resource: Engines Running
[here]
• Parent Handout: Ready to Learn [here]

Welcome, Introduction and Group Guidelines
(15 minutes)
Welcome participants. Introduce yourself and share the agenda. Invite participants to introduce
themselves by sharing their name, names and ages of their children and a fun fact about
themselves (for example, their favourite food).
Explain that the purpose of these sessions is for everyone to have the opportunity to learn and
share ways to help their baby or toddler get off to a great start. Explain that to make sure that the
group is comfortable for everyone we need to decide on how to work together to best learn from
each other.
Refer to the Group Guidelines [here] and lead the group in developing guidelines for this group.
Post the guidelines and move on to the topic.
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Adult Group Time
(20 minutes)
Introducing the Topic
Explain that this first session introduces the idea of what is known as self-regulation. This is
the name of an important skill that we begin to learn in infancy and use all our life. Then adapt
the following information to your own words:
When we started the group, how many of you were excited to come here? How many were
nervous? How many were really terrified? How many of you felt bored?
People can have many different reactions to the same situation. Your reactions could be classified
in terms of how energized you were in your attention, your feelings and your body.
As you are talking, use the Facilitator Resource [here] to show the three states of regulation —
low, high and just right.
One way to picture your level of attention is to imagine a car engine. When the engine is going
too fast, (like the sports car) it’s likely to miss things or burn out. When the engine is going too
slow like the tractor in the picture, it’s likely to stall. But when the engine is running at the right
speed, it is safe and keeping up with traffic.
If the group wants more explanation, give a few examples from the chart below and/or ask
participants to suggest others.
Examples of Level of Attention & Energy

Low

High

Just Right

Eeyore

Tigger

Winnie the Pooh

Flattened empty
can of pop

Opening a shaken
can of pop

A can of pop
with bubbles

Tortoise

Rabbit

Person

The ability to keep your energy, emotions and your behaviour in the just right zone for learning
is called self-regulation. This ability to manage energy, emotions and behaviour is important for
learning and for success in school and in life.
Why does your state of regulation matter to your baby or young child?
Babies and young children don’t know how to regulate their energy, emotions and behaviour by
themselves. It’s something they need to learn. They learn to get to the ‘just right’ state with help
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from the adults who care for them. The most important way to help your baby or young child
learn to self-regulate is to be in the ‘just right’ state yourself. You will be more able to recognize
your baby or child’s state and help them with either energizing or calming activities.
So let’s spend a few minutes thinking about some calming or energizing strategies for ourselves.

An important note about parents living with depression
Parents living with depression or experiencing postpartum depression may be worried about
how the depression will affect their baby or child. Encourage parents to seek or continue
treatment for depression. The public health unit may have information about helpful programs
and treatments. There is some research to show that mothers can be coached to be
responsive to their babies and this helps the babies even if the mothers still feel depressed
(Jung, Short, Letourneau & Andrews, 2007).

Activity #1: How we energize or calm ourselves
Refer to Techniques for Working with Groups [here] for how to lead group activities.
Brainstorm in small groups or as a large group some ways that parents can energize themselves
or calm themselves down.
Examples: drink coffee, drink herbal tea, run/jog, tap toes, twist hair, fidget with jewelery, bright
lights, dim lights, watch sunrise/sunsets, listen to classical music, listen to dance music, sing,
talk to yourself.
Discussion Points:
• notice that what calms one person might be energizing to someone else
• your engine can run “too high” when you are excited, angry or anxious
• you may have to pay attention to find out if something energizes you or calms you
• for babies and young children to be in the “just right” state for learning, parents need to be in
the “just right” state themselves

Activity #2: Helping babies and young children be ready to learn (calm, alert and focused)
Depending on the number of participants, keep the group together or ask participants to divide
into smaller groups. Show each picture to the entire group or hand out pictures to each small
group. Ask participants to look at the picture(s) and decide together:
1. What arousal state does this picture show – high, low or just right for learning?
2. What could you do to help this baby or child get to the “just right” state of energy and attention
for learning? Provide examples if needed to help get the discussion started.
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• Examples to raise energy/attention: speak in a louder voice, use excited tone of voice, move
with your child, gentle tickles, make expressions on your face, fast songs, eye contact
• Examples to calm energy/attention: speak in a quiet, calm tone of voice, stay still, hug
(or not), gentle touch, calm facial expressions, rocking, lullabies, avoid eye contact
If there are small groups, invite each group to report back by sharing their discussion about
one or two of the pictures. Thank the group for their ideas. Invite the parents or participants
to choose one new strategy to try out with their own baby or child during the week.

Note to Facilitators: Participants may comment that young children’s intense emotional
states can make them feel angry or frustrated, and they may suggest time out as a strategy
to help their child calm down. This is an opportunity to talk about how brain research helps us
understand that babies and young children often need adult help to learn how to calm down,
because their brain systems are incomplete. They simply don’t have control over their strong
emotions. In fact, they may even scare themselves with the intensity of their emotions and
that is why we need to stay calm for them. For very young children ‘time in’ with their parent
may be another useful strategy to try.

Activity #3: Helping ourselves get calm, alert and focused
Many parents of babies and young children are tired and stressed. Let’s practice quick ways
to energize ourselves and calm ourselves. Here is one quick way to energize yourself using
purposeful movement.
Create a rhythm or beat and have everyone march with arm movements on the spot for a count
of ten.
One way to calm yourself is to use slow breathing. This type of breathing can lead to relaxation
and releases “feel good” chemicals in the brain. Young children, especially toddlers and
preschoolers may have their engines running too high for parts of the day so this is a good
exercise to practice as a family.

Breathing Exercise
Sitting comfortably, breathe in slowly into your belly for a count of three – one, two, three. Slowly
exhale for three – one…two…three. And again, breathe in for a count of three 1..2..3.. and
breathe out for a count of three. One final time, breathe in 1..2..3.. and out 1..2..3.
Encourage parents to be detectives and try breathing as a way of checking on their own
attention and energy levels. They can also try it as a strategy to calm down when their engine is
running “too high”. Suggest that for the next sessions we begin with this breathing exercise.
Ask the group to join the children for the remainder of the session.
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Interactive Play and Book Blanket
(20 minutes)
See Interactive Play and Book Blanket description [here]
Book Blanket: For this session, include extra books such as The Rainbow Book by Kat Ohrt;
Jeremy Draws a Monster by Peter McCarty; Glad Monster, Sad Monster: A Book About Feelings
by Ed Emberley & Anne Miranda.

Snack Time
(Optional, 15 minutes)
Follow your usual program routine for snack.

Rhyme Time
(10 minutes)
See Rhyme Time description [here]. You may want to comment on the calming and/or energizing
effect of certain rhymes and songs.
End with a goodbye song of your choice. Consider using the same goodbye song for every
session so the children will get to know the routine. Explain to parents why you want to use the
same song to end each session. Thank everyone for their participation.

Goodbye
(10 minutes)
Try to connect with each family individually and thank them for their participation. Invite their
feedback on the session. Offer a positive comment on something you noticed during the session,
such as something the parent said or did to contribute to the session.
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Session 1 for Individuals:
Ready to Learn
When parents are calm, alert and focused they can help their baby or child also be calm,
alert and ready to learn. This session shows how parents can:
• recognize their own states of attention and emotions for their well-being
• regulate their own attention, emotions and behaviour to be calm and focused
• understand how being calm and focused helps their child be ready to learn
• help their baby or child learn to stay in a ‘just right’ state for learning

Materials for this Session
• Play materials for children
• Cards with the following pictures or
words (coffee, herbal tea, loud music,
soft music, bright lights, dim lights,
running/jogging, yoga, phone a friend,
breathe slowly) visit www.pixabay.com
for free photo bank or use magazines.
• Picture for Discussion [here]
• Facilitator Resource: Engines Running
[here]
• Parent Handout: Ready to Learn [here]
• Home Activity Plan [here]

Getting Started
(10 minutes)
Ask the parents if there are any issues or tasks that need attention first.
Introduce the series to the parent. Explain that there will be 5 sessions that are all based on
helping your child learn. Adapt the following to your own words:
Babies begin to learn from birth! There are many simple, everyday activities that you can do
with your baby or young child to be ready for learning – in school and throughout life. You may
already be doing some of these activities. You may be surprised that many of the activities are
actually helping your child learn and be ready for learning later in life.
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Let’s get started.
Explain that this session is about how parents can help their children to be calm, alert and ready
to learn.

Discussion and Activity
(20 minutes)
Picture for Discussion [here]
The picture shows a father touching his daughter’s back while it looks like his attention is
elsewhere. Look at the picture together and talk about it with the parent. Here are some
suggested questions to guide your conversation:
What does the picture show?
How do you think the child is feeling?
How is the parent feeling?
How do you comfort or reassure your child? Tell me about that.
When else do you do you calm or reassure your baby or child?

Note to Facilitators: One purpose of this picture is to show how parents may calm and
reassure their child even without being aware of it. Sometimes it takes more effort to be
tuned in to their baby or child, and being calm themselves can help. Affirm what the parent is
already doing to help their child feel calm.

Adapt the following to your own words:
Babies are born with only a few ways that they can calm themselves. For example, you may
have noticed your baby sucked their thumb or finger and that’s one of the ways a baby can
comfort themselves. But most of the time, a baby and young child will need your help to calm
down when they are upset or sometimes even to help them wake up when they are sleepy.
Babies and young children are more likely able to move more easily from being upset to being
calm and alert when their parents are also calm and alert. This can be challenging because
parents of babies or young children are often tired and stressed.
Today we’ll be talking more about how your energy and attention level can help your baby or
child be ready to learn.
As adults we have learned some ways to manage our own energy, attention levels and
behaviour. This ability is called self-regulation. We learned self-regulation when we were young
from the adults who cared for us.
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Activity #1: Learning to be calm and alert
Show Facilitator Resource: Engines Running [here]
One way to picture your level of attention is to imagine a car engine. When the engine is going
too fast, it’s likely to miss some things and burn out. When the engine is going too slow, it’s likely
to stall. But when the engine is running at the right speed, it is safe and keeping up with traffic.
Our energy level changes throughout the day.
Bring out cards with words or pictures. Here are a few ideas that may help raise your energy
and attention when your engine is running too low, or lower your energy level if your engine is
running too high. These ideas can improve your focus. Let’s sort these pictures into three piles:
ones that help you calm down and ones that help energize you and ones that don’t do either.
Are there any other ways that you use that are missing?
Discussion Points:
• Notice that what calms one person might be energizing to someone else.
• Your engine can run “too high” when you are excited, angry or anxious.
• You may have to pay attention to find out if something energizes you or calms you.
• For babies and young children to be in the “just right” state for learning, parents need
to be in the “just right” state themselves.
Note to Facilitators: Parents living with depression or experiencing postpartum depression
may be worried about how the depression will affect their baby or child. Encourage parents
to seek or continue treatment for depression. The public health unit may have information
about helpful programs and treatments. There is some research to show that mothers can be
coached to be responsive to their babies and this helps the babies even if the mothers still
feel depressed (Jung, Short, Letourneau & Andrews, 2007).

Activity #2: Energize and Calm Down
Many parents of babies and young children are tired and stressed. Let’s practice quick ways
to energize and calm down. Here is one quick way to energize yourself using purposeful
movement.
Create a rhythm or beat and have everyone march on the spot with arm movements for a
count of ten.
One way to calm down is to use slow breathing. This type of breathing can lead to relaxation
and releases “feel good” chemicals in the brain. Young children, especially toddlers and
preschoolers, may have their engines running too high for parts of the day so this is a good
exercise to practice as a family.
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Breathing Exercise
Sitting comfortably, breathe in slowly into your belly for a count of three – one, two, three.
Slowly exhale for three – one…two…three. And again, breathe in for a count of three 1..2..3..
and breathe out for a count of three. One final time, breathe in 1..2..3.. and out 1..2..3…
If toddlers are present, try describing the breathing as cookie breathing. Imagine you have a hot
cookie on the palm of your hand. Slowly breathe in the smell of the cookie. But the cookie is too
hot to eat, so slowly blow out on the cookie. Breathe in the smell of the cookie...and slowly blow
out on the cookie. One last time, breathe in the smell of the cookie...and slowly blow out on the
cookie.
Ask the parent how that was for them. What did they notice about their own energy and
attention levels? If the child also participated, what did the parent notice about their child’s
energy level?

Reflection
To end the adult discussion, lead a reflective conversation using the following questions:
Overall, how did you feel during this session?
How do you think your child felt?
Was there something that surprised you about what your child did?
What made it enjoyable?
What might make it even more fun?

Home Activity Plan
(5 minutes)
Review the home activity plan with the parent. Encourage
the parent to track their own energy and attention levels
until the next session. Give time for the parent to choose
a new activity they can try to either bring their energy level
up or to calm down.

Rhyme Time
(5 minutes)
For this session, consider songs that change the child’s
level of energy and excitement such as Sleeping Bunnies
or Zoom, Zoom, Zoom or Round and Round the Garden.
End the session and thank the family for their participation.
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Parent Handout
Did You Know?

Babies are born needing their parents to help them to manage
their level of attention and emotions (regulation). Babies and
young children learn from the adults who care for them. When
parents are calm, focused and alert, they are in the best state
to calm their child and help them to learn.
Throughout the day, most people’s energy and attention levels
range between too low, just right and too high. Here are some
ways you might notice your own energy and attention level.
How you might look or feel

Low

High

Just Right

Thinking is distracted

Thoughts are racing

Able to think clearly

Eyes drooping

Eyes wide open

Eyes open and twinkling

Body is slumping

Body is tense

Body is calm

Not able to
engage with others

Not able to
engage with others

Able to engage
with others

Body is sluggish

Stress response in body
(Freeze, fight or flight)

Body is calm and alert

Ways to change your energy and attention level*

Raise your energy

Lower your energy

Chew gum

Fidget with jewelry

Listen to fast music

Listen to slow music

Rock in chair

Stretch/shake body parts

Drum pencil/fingers
on table

Roll neck and head
slowly

Tap your foot

Dim lights

Drink coffee

Drink herbal tea

Bright daylight

Warm bath

*Adapted from “How Does Your Engine Run?” and “Alert Program” of TherapyWorks, Inc.
www.alertprogram.com
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Picture for Discussion
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Home Activity Plan
Daily Energy and Attention Levels
Pay attention to your energy and attention levels throughout the day. Check the
boxes which describe your energy and attention levels most days of the week:
Low

Just Right

High

Morning
Mid-morning
Lunch
Mid-afternoon
Dinner
Evening
Bedtime
What are some ways you already use to calm yourself or to energize yourself?

What is one new way you will try to calm yourself or to energize yourself?

When will you try out this new strategy?
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Session 1 References
Hincks-Dellcrest Centre-Gail Appel Institute. (2016). Handle with Care: Promoting Mental
Health in Young Children. Author: Canada.
Jung, V., Short, R., Letourneau, N., & Andrews, D. (2007). Interventions with depressed
mothers and their infants: modifying interactive behaviours. Journal of Affective Disorders,
98(3), 199-205.
The Mehrit Centre (Stuart Shanker) — http://self-reg.ca
Therapy Works. How Does Your Engine Run? Alert Program — www.alertprogram.com
Shanker, S. with Teresa Barker (2016). Self-Reg: how to help your child (and you) break the
stress cycle and successfully engage with life. Penguin Canada: Canada.

Videos & Apps
Breathe Strong app (iPhone App Store)
Goulet, M. (1998). How Caring Relationships Support Self-Regulation.
https://vimeo.com/107215192
Raffi — “Take a Breath” http://self-reg.ca/self-reg-song/
Sesame Street — “Belly Breathe” with Elmo https://youtu.be/_mZbzDOpylA

Other Resources:
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Session 2 for Groups:
Building Brains with Love
Human babies are born before their brains are finished developing. Babies learn best by
interacting with calm and focused adults who care for them. This session:
• explains how babies and young children’s brains develop
• shows how parents can help their babies’ brains develop through everyday activities
• explains how the first three years of life create a foundation for learning

Agenda

Materials for this Session

Welcome and Check In		

(10 mins)

• Agenda

Adult Group Time 		

(20 mins)

• Group guidelines

Interactive Play 			
Book Blanket (included
in Interactive Play)

(25 mins)

• Koosh or similar soft ball

Snack Time (optional)		

(15 mins)

Rhyme Time			

(10 mins)

Goodbye			

(10 mins)

• Rattle or other toy (1)
• Flip chart and markers, or screen
• Books and play materials
– see Interactive Play [here]
• Parent Handout: Building Brains with
Love [here]

Welcome and Check In
(10 minutes)
Welcome everyone to the session. Begin by asking the group to make themselves comfortable.
Lead the breathing exercise from Session 1 [here] to promote relaxation and attention. Invite
participants to talk about any activities they tried or anything they noticed about their energy and
attention level since the last session. Did anyone notice the times of day when they were running
just right?
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Adult Group Time
(20 minutes)
Introducing the Topic
Adapt the following for your group:
Today we’ll be talking more about how your baby or child’s brain develops.
You probably know that babies are born long before their brains are finished developing. That’s
why human babies are so dependent on adults for survival for so long. Do you know how much
of their brain is still not developed… half? More than half? Less than half? It’s actually threequarters! So that’s a lot of work to do starting at birth.
Luckily babies are born ready to learn. Their brains are built by making connections between
existing brain cells. [Hold up a ball and toss between your hands to represent neural connections
being formed between 2 brain cells (your hands).] It is estimated that 700 connections are made
every second in a baby’s brain! How does this happen? These connections are made by repeated
interactions with parents and the environment around the baby. Let’s see how that works.
Activity #1: Making brain connections
To begin this activity, ask for 4 volunteers: one to be the parent, one to be the baby and two to
be brain cells or neurons. Explain that every time there is an interaction between the baby and
the parent, the neurons will create a new pathway by tossing the ball. The audience will help by
calling “Brain connection!” after each interaction. The parent and baby should stand facing each
other a short distance apart. The “neurons” should stand facing each other a short distance
apart. If space permits, the neurons can stand behind the baby. One of the neurons is holding
the ball. Instruct the neurons to wait until they hear the group call “Brain connection” before they
toss the ball to each other. Tell the baby and the parent you will give them instructions for the
interaction.
The connections in a baby’s and young child’s brain are made by experience. These experiences
create pathways in the brain called neural connections. A baby’s brain doesn’t have a lot of
connections when she is born, but through experience with her parents or other caring adults
and the world, these connections form quickly! Let’s begin…starting with the ‘baby’.
Read the following instructions for the interaction at a pace that works for the group:

Script for Serve and Return that builds brain connections
Baby, look at your parent. (Lead the group in calling “brain connection” and prompt
neurons to toss the ball)
Parent, you look back at your baby. (Call “brain connection”)
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Baby, look at the adult and kick and wiggle in excitement (Call “brain connection”)
Parent, look at your baby and say “Hello” (Call “brain connection”)
Baby, kick and wiggle again in excitement. (Call “brain connection”)
Pass rattle or toy to parent. Parent, say “Hello” again and shake toy in front of the
baby. (Call “brain connection”)
Baby, look away. (Call “brain connection)
Parent, stop shaking the toy. (Call “brain connection”)
Baby, when you feel ready look at the parent. (Call “brain connection”)
Parent, smile and say “Hello”. (Call “brain connection”)
Baby, smile at the parent. (Call “brain connection)
Stop action.

Discuss this exercise with the following guiding questions:
In that typical interaction with the baby, every time the adult responds to the baby, the baby’s
brain cells are connecting.
1. What do you think the baby was noticing and learning during these responses? [He is
learning to recognize the parent’s face, the sound of the parent’s voice, the noise of the
rattle/toy, hearing the word “hello”, feelings of excitement, feelings of being overwhelmed,
learning that his parent will wait for him to be ready to play, he is special to someone, and he
can make something happen]
2. What did the adult do to make the interaction more exciting? [spoke to baby, shook toy]
3. How did the baby show that he needed a little break from the action? [looked away]
4. Why did the adult stop shaking the toy? [realized baby needed a break; the toy was too
much stimulation; read the baby’s cues]
This back and forth is called “serve and return”. You can serve and return with words, with a
smile, with a touch. The important thing in serve and return is to wait for your baby’s cues and
notice when he or she needs a break or is ready for more intense interaction. This is what this
parent was doing in this demonstration.
So we can see how adults can help those pathways develop, simply by playing and having
fun with their baby. For young babies a smile is enough for a serve and a return. For toddlers it
may be a babble that you answer with a word or two, and later it’s more complex language and
questions and answers.
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If babies don’t get any return from their “serves” fewer brain pathways get formed. Of course
you can’t always give your baby or child all your attention and that’s OK. If your baby or child is
trying to get your attention, you can help them wait for you by touching them, or telling them “I’ll
be right there”. Babies are not able to wait for very long but as they get older, young children can
wait more easily for your attention if you help them to learn this skill.
Activity #2: Serve and Return
Ask the group to brainstorm all the ways they could engage in serve and return with their baby or
child. The list might look like this:
Ways to Serve and Return with Your Baby/Child

Baby

Toddler/Preschool

• look at one another

• look at one another

• smile at each other

• smile at each other

• coo at each other

• pass a ball or toy back and forth

• babble at one another

• read a book together

• repeat baby sounds and expand
on them (“Da” –> “Yes, Dada is here”)

• play with toys together

• respond verbally to what your
baby points to

• play pretend together

• sing together

• play peek-a-boo games

• do household chores together
(dishes, cleaning, laundry, shopping)

• pass a ball or toy back and forth

• have a conversation

• read a book together
• comment on what you are doing while
you change your baby/child’s diaper
• sing songs

While you spend time with your child, try to follow their interest and see how many serve and
returns you can do before they – or you – need a break.
Distribute and review the Parent Handout [here].

Interactive Play and Book Blanket
(25 minutes)
See Interactive Play and Book Blanket description [here]
Book Blanket: For this session, include extra books such as You are My Work of Art by Sue
DiCicco; The Runaway Bunny by Margaret Wise Brown
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Snack Time
(Optional, 15 minutes)
Follow your usual program routine for snack.

Rhyme Time
(10 minutes)
See Section A, Rhyme Time description [here]
Songs and Rhymes: For this session be sure to include rhymes that promote face to face
parent-child interactions such as Round and Round the Garden or Peek-a-boo or Mother and
Father and Uncle John. End with the goodbye song. Thank the group for their participation and
encourage adults to practice serve and return with their babies and children this week.

Goodbye
(10 minutes)
Try to connect with each family individually and thank them for their participation. Invite their
feedback on the session. Offer a positive comment on what you noticed during the session, such
as something the parent did or on how their child is developing. Check in about any suggestions
for referrals you may have made.
Distribute the Parent Handout if not done earlier.
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Session 2 for Individuals:
Building Brains with Love
Human babies are born before their brains are finished developing. Babies learn by interacting
with calm and focused adults who care for them. This session:
• explains how babies’ and young children’s brains develop
• shows how parents can help their children’s brains develop through everyday activities
• explains how the first three years of life creates a foundation for learning

Materials for this Session
• Play materials for children
• Koosh or similar soft ball (1)
• Rattle or other toy (1)
• Picture for Discussion [here]
• Parent Handout: Building Brains with
Love [here]
• Home Activity Plan [here]

Getting Started
(10 minutes)
Ask the parents if there are any issues or tasks that need attention first.
Begin by making sure that you, the parents and children are settled and comfortable. Lead the
breathing exercise [here] to promote relaxation and attention. Invite the parent to talk about the
home activity they tried since the last session. How did it go?
Explain that this session is about building babies brains in the early years with love.
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Discussion and Activity
(10 minutes)
Picture for Discussion [here]
The picture shows a mother talking to her baby while she changes the diaper. Look at the picture
together and talk about it with the parent. Here are some suggested questions to guide your
conversation:
What does the picture show?
How do you think the baby is feeling?
How is the parent feeling?
Do you talk to your child when you change/changed their diapers? Tell me about that.
When else do you talk to your baby or child?
Affirm what the parent is already doing. For some parents, talking to a baby seems like a strange
idea if the baby can’t talk back.

Note to Facilitators: Parents with depression may find it hard to talk to their baby or child. If
the parent is struggling to talk to their baby, reassure them that while it may be a challenge,
talking to their baby or child is vitally important for their growth and development. It gets
easier with practice and they can do it even if they aren’t feeling at their best.

Today we’ll be talking more about how your baby or child’s brain develops.
You probably know that babies are born long before their brains are finished developing. That’s
why human babies are so dependent on adults for survival for so long. Do you know how much
of their brain is still not developed… half? More than half? Less than half? It’s actually threequarters! So that’s a lot of work to do starting at birth.
Luckily babies are born ready to learn. Their brains are built by making connections between
existing brain cells. [Hold up a ball and toss it between your hands to represent neural
connections being formed between two brain cells (your hands).] It is estimated that 700
connections are made every second in a baby’s brain! How does this happen? These connections
are made by repeated interactions with parents and the environment around the baby. Let’s see
how that works.

Activity 1: Making Brain Connections
Explain that for this short demonstration about brain connections, you will play the role of the
baby and the parent will play the role of the parent.
The connections in a baby’s and young child’s brain are made by experience. These experiences
create connections in the brain called neural pathways. A baby’s brain doesn’t have a lot of
connections when she is born, but through experience with her parents or other caring adults
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and the world, these connections form quickly! Let’s begin… start with me as the ‘baby’ holding
the ball. Every time there is an interaction between the baby and the parent, we will say “brain
connection” and toss the ball to represent that brain connection being made in the baby’s brain.
[Read the instructions for the interaction at the pace that works for the activity]

[You] Imagine your baby is looking at you. (Call “brain connection” and baby tosses
the ball to parent)
[Parent] You look back at your baby. (Call “brain connection” and parent tosses ball
back to you)
[You] Your baby looks at your and kicks and wiggles in excitement. (Call “brain
connection” and toss ball to parent)
[Parent] You look at your baby and say “Hello”. (Call “brain connection” and parent
tosses ball back to you)
[You] Baby kicks and wiggles again in excitement. (Call “brain connection” and toss
ball to parent)
[Parent] You say “Hello” and shake the rattle or toy in front of the baby. (Call “brain
connection” and parent tosses ball back to you and keeps shaking the toy)
[You] The baby looks away. (Call “brain connection” and you hold the ball)
[Parent] Stop shaking the toy and wait for your baby to look at you again.
[You] When baby is ready, baby looks at you again. (Call “brain connection and you
toss the ball to parent)
[Parent] You say “Hello”. (Call “brain connection” and parent toss the ball back to you)
End of activity. Be sure to remove Koosh ball from children under 3 years.

Discuss this exercise using the following guiding questions
In that typical interaction with the baby, every time the adult responds to the baby, the baby’s
brain cells are connecting.
1. What do you think the baby was noticing and learning during these responses? [He is
learning to recognize your face, the sound of your voice, the noise of the rattle/toy,
hearing the word “hello”, feelings of excitement, feelings of being overwhelmed, learning
that you will wait for him to be ready to play, he is special to someone, and he can make
something happen]

Ready to Learn: Love, Language and Literacy

			

Macaulay Child Development Centre

54

Session 2 for Individuals: Building Brains with Love

2. What did the adult do to make the interaction more exciting [shook toy, said hello]
3. How did the baby show that he needed a little break from the action? [looked away]
4. Why did the adult stop shaking the toy? [noticed baby looked away; the toy was too much
stimulation; read baby’s cues]
This back and forth is called “serve and return”. You can serve and return with words, with a
smile, with a touch. The important thing in “serve and return” is to wait for your baby’s cues and
notice when he or she needs a break or is ready for more intensive interaction. This is what this
parent was doing in this demonstration.
So we can see how adults can help those pathways develop, simply by playing and having
fun with their baby. For young babies a smile is enough for a serve and a return. For toddlers it
may be a babble that you answer with a word or two, and later it’s more complex language and
questions and answers.
If babies don’t get any return from their “serves” fewer brain pathways get formed. Of course
you can’t always give your baby or child all your attention and that’s OK. If your baby or child is
trying to get your attention, you can help them wait for you by touching them, or telling them “I’ll
be right there”. Babies are not able to wait for very long but as they get older, young children can
wait more easily for your attention if you help them to learn this skill.
Distribute and review the Parent Handout [here]
When reviewing the handout, ask the parent to identify serve and return activities they think their
child is ready to do.

Reflection
When the interaction is over, lead a reflective conversation using the following questions:
Overall, how did you feel during this session?
How do you think your child felt?
Was there something that surprised you about what your child did?
What made it enjoyable?
What might make it even more fun?

Home Activity Plan
(5 minutes)
Encourage the parent to complete the home activity plan, offering your help as needed. Refer
to the activities identified earlier in the parent handout. Encourage the parent to enjoy this time
together.
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Rhyme Time
(5 minutes)
For this session, consider songs that encourage serve and return between parent and child such
as Round and Round the Garden or Row, Row, Row Your Boat or Mother and Father and Uncle
John. End the session and thank the parent for their participation.
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Parent Handout
Did You Know?
Most of a baby’s brain develops after they are born (75%).
Babies’ and young children’s brain cells make
connections based on ‘serve and return’ interactions.
Brain connections are strongest when the adult follows
the child’s interests.

Everyday opportunites for serve and return interactions
Baby

Toddler/Preschool

• look, smile, coo, babble at one another
• repeat baby’s sounds and add to
them (“Da”–>“Yes, Dada is here”)
• respond to what your baby points to
• play peek-a-boo games
• pass a ball or toy back and forth
• look at a book together
• talk about what you are doing while
you change your baby’s diaper
• sing songs and rhymes

Same as baby, plus:
• play with toys together
• play pretend together
• talk about everyday activities
you do together
• have your child help with household
chores such as cleaning, laundry
or shopping

Some ideas for connecting with your young child
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Be face to face at your child’s level; make eye contact.
Use a pleasant, calm voice.
Provide warm, responsive physical contact.
Follow your child’s lead and interest during play.
Give clear explanations in simple language.
Tell your child what it is they have done well.
Give your child choices that match their age.
For example, do you want to wear your blue pants or grey pants?
• Give more attention to the behavior you want to see more of,
like taking turns or helping.
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Picture for Discussion
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Home Activity Plan

1. A time during the day we can try ‘serve and return’:

2. My ‘serve’ will be:

3. The ‘return’ I will look for is:
facial expression(s):
word(s):
action(s):
other:

4. How will I know when my baby/child has had enough?
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Session 2 References
Best Start Resource Centre. Healthy Baby Healthy Brain.
http://www.healthybabyhealthybrain.ca/love-builds-brains.htm
Clinton, J. (2013). The Power of Positive Adult Child Relationships: Connection is the Key.
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/childcare/Clinton.pdf
Zero to Three. (2004). Getting Ready for School Begins at Birth.
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/221-getting-ready-for-school-begins-at-birth
Zero to Three (N.D.). Brain Wonders: Nurturing Healthy Brain Development from Birth (video).
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Session 3 for Groups:
Let’s Sing and Rhyme
Why are songs and rhymes more than just fun?
This session shows how enjoying songs and rhymes can:
• provide one of the best ways to learn language
• increase connection and attachment
• help regulate emotional states

Agenda

Materials for this Session

Welcome and Check In		

(10 mins)

• Agenda

Adult Group Time 		

(20 mins)

• Group guidelines

Interactive Play 			

(25 mins)

• Flip chart and markers, or screen

Book Blanket (included
in Interactive Play)
Snack Time (optional)		

(15 mins)

Rhyme Time			

(10 mins)

Goodbye			

(10 mins)

• Five cards, each with one of the
following words: Repetition, Special
Features, Actions, Melody and Rhythm,
Special Closeness (prepared ahead of
time)
• Books and play materials
– see Interactive Play [here]
• Parent Handout: Let’s Sing and Rhyme
[here]
• Sample Songs and Rhymes [here]
• Shakers, noisemakers (optional)

Welcome and Check In
(10 minutes)
Welcome participants and introduce new members. Begin by asking the group to make
themselves comfortable. Lead the breathing exercise [here] to promote relaxation and attention.
Invite participants to talk about any serve and return activities they have tried since the last
session. How did it go? What did the parents notice?
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Adult Group Time
(20 minutes)
Introducing the Topic
Begin the session by adapting the following information to your own words. As you speak, invite
participants to share examples in their own language or relating to their own cultural background.
Most parents and caregivers are very proud when their children learn to read. It seems like
a miracle. But this milestone actually begins at birth. One big accomplishment was learning
language, that is, understanding and saying words. And one way that children learn language is
by listening and imitating sounds and words they hear around them. Before children can learn to
read and write, they must first be able to recognize the sounds and rhythms of language. One of
the best ways to learn this is by singing songs and saying rhymes. Songs and rhymes are lots of
fun, but they are not just fun! Research shows that a child’s knowledge of songs and rhymes at
age 3 is directly related to their reading ability at age 6!
What is so special about songs and rhymes? Researchers have found that there are key features
in songs and rhymes that help children, and even babies, recognize language sounds and
rhythms:
Use the prepared cards to illustrate these points.
• Melody and Rhythm — The melody and rhythm of music is an easy way for children to start
paying attention to sounds and rhythms. Clapping, singing, moving their bodies to the rhythm
of music, and shaking or banging simple instruments all help children to feel the rhythm
as well as hear it. When children can hear rhythms in music, they may find it easier to hear
rhythms in language. The music and movement also make it easier for children to learn the
words.
• Repetition — Songs and rhymes often repeat the same words and rhythms over and over,
for example “up, up, up; down, down, down...”. This means that children hear each word
many times and can learn new words. Children need lots of opportunities to practice favourite
rhymes over and over.
• Language Features — There are three features of language that children need to be able
to hear and notice before they learn to read and write. Songs and rhymes usually have lots of
examples of these features. The three features are:
1) Rhyme, Iike ‘see’ and ‘me’
2) Words starting with the same sound, like ‘brown bear, brown bear’
3) Sound chunks, like ba-na-na and mom-my
Even young babies start to copy the sounds you make. Around the age of 3, children begin to
notice these special features. Usually they start to notice rhyming words first, then words that
start with the same sound, then sound chunks.
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• Actions — Songs and rhymes that have actions to go with them are especially good because
they involve the baby or child’s whole body. The children hear the sounds, see the actions and
feel the actions in their body. When all these senses are involved, the brain connections are
stronger and the learning experience is stronger.
• Special Connection — When children enjoy songs or rhymes with parents or caregivers it
can be a time of special closeness that helps them feel a sense of love and belonging. We
know from our first session how feeling safe and secure frees a young child’s developing brain
to be curious and open to learning. These early positive experiences have a lifelong effect on
learning and development.
We can also use songs and rhymes to help our babies and young children handle stress and
manage their emotions. Lullabies are a time-honoured way of soothing babies. The rhythm of
other songs and rhymes, such as “Zoom, Zoom, Zoom”, can stimulate children. Some songs,
such as “When You’re Happy and You Know it… When You’re Angry and You Know it”, allow
emotional expression in a safe way.
Let’s take a closer look at some familiar songs and rhymes.
Display on flip chart or screen the words to two or three familiar songs or rhymes. See Sample
Songs and Rhymes [here] for examples. Ask the group to point out some of the features
discussed. For example, ask if anyone can see a use of repetition or of words starting with the
same sound. Be sure to keep the prepared cards of the special features in view.
Then ask participants to think about children’s songs, rhymes, finger plays or lullabies they
know, perhaps from their own childhood, or ones they enjoy with their own children. Invite the
group to share these and to teach each other the words and actions. If your group is large, divide
into small groups for this activity. Together invent new actions to familiar songs. Use the cards
from the lecture to help the group identify the features that were talked about earlier, such as
repetition, rhyme, actions, etc. It will be clear that these are also features of songs and rhymes in
many languages.
This can be an active, creative time that can reinforce the value of songs and rhymes and build
adult confidence. There is generally at least one person in a group who is willing to start, and
others will follow.
Invite participants to decide on one song or rhyme to do with their children during the week.
Distribute and review the Parent Handout [here].
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Interactive Play and Book Blanket
(25 minutes)
See Interactive Play and Book Blanket description [here]
Book Blanket: For this session, include extra books such as, Ten Little Fingers Ten Little Toes:
Mem Fox; Big Fat Hen: Keith Baker, and rhyme collections such as Mother Goose.

Snack Time
(Optional, 15 minutes)
Follow your usual program routine for snack.

Rhyme Time
(10 minutes)
See Rhyme Time description [here]. Participants may want a longer Rhyme Time at this
session. Extra props and a selection of simple musical instruments and noisemakers can
enrich the experience. Refer to the Sample Songs and Rhymes [here] for song ideas especially
for babies and toddlers.
End with your goodbye song. Thank everyone for their participation. Encourage adults to find
time to enjoy songs and rhymes with their children.

Goodbye
(10 minutes)
Try to connect with each family individually and thank them for their participation. Invite their
feedback on the session. Offer a positive comment on what you noticed during the session, such
as something the parent did or on how their child is developing.
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Session 3 for Individuals:
Let’s Sing and Rhyme
This session:
• explains why enjoying songs and rhymes is one of the best ways for babies and young
children to learn language
• shows how enjoying songs and rhymes together builds a sense of connection and learning
ability
• gives parent(s) a chance to practice and get comfortable enjoying songs and rhymes
together

Materials for this Session
• Play materials for children
• Picture for Discussion [here]
• Parent Handout: Let’s Sing and Rhyme
[here]
• Home Activity Plan: Let’s Sing and
Rhyme [here]
• Sample Songs and Rhymes [here]
• Shakers or rattles (optional)
• Doll or stuffed toy (optional)

Getting Started
(10 minutes)
Ask the parents if there are any urgent issues or tasks that need attention first.
Begin by making sure that you, the parents and children are settled and comfortable. Lead the
breathing exercise [here] to promote relaxation and attention. Invite the parent to talk about the
home activity they tried since the last session. How did it go?
Explain that this session is about songs and rhymes and how they are connected to later
language and reading success.
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Discussion and Activity
(20 minutes)
Picture for Discussion [here]
The picture shows a mother holding hands with her two small children dancing and singing
together.
Look at the picture together and talk about it with the parent. Here are some suggested
questions to guide your conversation:
What does the picture show?
How do you think the children are feeling?
How is the mom feeling?
Do you sing or dance with your baby or child? Tell me about that.
What times of day or routine times could you use songs or rhymes or finger plays?
Do you remember any songs or rhymes from your own childhood/ in your own language?
How do you share those with your children? Could you teach me one?
Affirm what the parent is already doing. Then adapt the following to your own words:
Let’s take a closer look at songs and rhymes. They are a great way to help children learn
language, right from birth. And hearing lots of songs and rhymes actually helps children
when it comes time to learn to read. They are also fun and they can help the routines of
the day go more smoothly.
Read the Parent Handout [here] together. (Before this session, refer to Session 3 for Groups
[here] for more information about the special features of songs and rhymes.)
Encourage the parent to think of a familiar song or rhyme, while you review the handout together.
Identify repetition or rhyming sounds and for other special features. Here are some sample
questions to guide this discussion:
What makes this song good for language learning?
What special features does it have?
What does your child like about it?
How do they feel, and how do you feel, when you are singing it together?
Children may want to join in by singing and saying the rhymes. Include them in the discussion as
much as possible. When everyone is ready, move on to the home activity and rhyme time.
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Home Activity Plan
(5 minutes)
Finish the discussion by inviting the parent to think about how they can do more songs and
rhymes with their baby/child during the week. Using the planning sheet, write (or ask the parent
to write) the names of a few songs and rhymes the parent already knows, and then add one new
song of the parent’s choosing. Ask the parent to think of specific times and places to sing and
rhyme with the baby/child during the week.

Rhyme Time
(5 minutes)
For this session, use the songs and rhymes that the parent may have mentioned earlier in your
discussion. Consider adding some simple noisemakers or extra actions to highlight the special
features. During this rhyme time introduce one new song, rhyme or finger play. See Sample
Songs and Rhymes [here].

Reflection
Lead a reflective conversation using the following questions:
Overall, how did you feel during this session?
How do you think your child felt?
Was there something that surprised you about what your child did?
What made it fun?
What might make it even more fun?
Add your own observations of what the parent did to engage the child in rhyme time, for
example, enthusiasm, use of eye contact, touch, actions, voice tone, etc.
Leave the Parent Handout and completed Home Activity Plan with the parent. Thank the family
for their participation, and encourage them to enjoy songs and rhymes any time.
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Sample Songs and Rhymes
Note to Facilitators: Consider using a doll or stuffed toy to demonstrate these
rhymes. Encourage parents to notice their baby or toddler’s expression and body
language and adjust their own actions based on the signs of enjoyment or overstimulation that they see.

For Babies
Round and Round the Garden
(features rhythm, repetition, rhyme, special connection)
Round and round the garden (draw circles on the palm of baby’s hand
with your index finger)
Went the teddy bear
One step (move your fingers to baby’s wrist)
Two steps (move your fingers to baby’s inner elbow)
Tickle you under there (gently tickle baby under the arm or chin).
Mother and Father and Uncle John
(features rhythm, repetition, rhyme, special connection)
Mother and father and Uncle John (hold your baby on your lap facing you)
Rode into town one by one (gently bounce your baby on your lap)
Mother fell off (slide baby to one side)
Father fell off (slide baby to the other side)
But Uncle John went on and on and on and on
(continue bouncing your baby until one of you tires of it).
Variations: Change mother and father to other familiar relatives or names;
change Uncle John to baby’s name.
Humpty Dumpty
(features rhythm, repetition, rhyme, special connection)
Humpty Dumpty
Sat on a wall (sit on the floor with baby facing you and bounce baby on your legs)
Humpty dumpty
Had a great fall. (Let the baby fall through your legs to the floor.) BOOM!
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Sample Songs and Rhymes (cont…)
For Toddlers
Row, Row, Row Your Boat
(features rhythm, repetition, rhyme, action, special connection)
Sit on the floor facing your toddler; hold hands and touch feet together.
Rock back and forth as you sing or say the rhyme.
Row, row, row your boat
Gently down the stream
Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily
Life is but a dream.
Row, row, row your boat
Gently down the stream
If you see a crocodile
Don’t forget to scream. “AIHHHH!”

I Hear Thunder
(features rhythm, repetition, rhyme, action, special connection)
I hear thunder (put hands behind ears as if listening)
I hear thunder
Oh don’t you? (look directly at child)
Oh don’t you?
Pitter patter raindrops (Flutter hands and fingers down through the air)
Pitter patter raindrops
I’m wet through (cross arms across chest and shiver)
I’m wet through.
I see blue skies (look up)
I see blue skies
Way up high (reach arms up high )
Way up high
Hurry up sunshine (make circular motions with your hands in front of you)
Hurry up sunshine
I’ll soon dry (sweep arms back and forth)
I’ll soon dry.
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Parent Handout
Did You Know?
Knowing songs and rhymes at age three is
related to how well a child reads at age six!

Songs and rhymes have these special features that help children learn language:
• Repetition: Songs and rhymes repeat the same words and rhythms over and over.
• Melody and Rhythm: Melody and rhythm attract babies and young children.
• Language Features: Songs and rhymes have rhyming words (like bear and pear),
words that start with the same sound (like brown and bear) and sound chunks (like
ba-na-na and mom-my). To be ready to read, children need to recognize these
language features.
• Actions: Songs and rhymes with actions help babies and children learn more easily
because more senses are involved. They hear the words, see the actions and feel
them in their body.
• Special Closeness: Your baby or child wants to feel connected to you. When you
share songs and rhymes together, they feel safe, calm and loved, making brain
pathways free to enjoy learning.

You can use these ideas whenever you are with your baby or child:
• Repeat words and rhymes... at change time...lunchtime... playtime...anytime!
• Clap your hands or add simple noisemakers for rhythm. Make up actions and give
time for your child to copy you.
• Cuddle up, smile, make eye contact and let her know you enjoy being together.
• Enjoy this time! Notice their attention and stop when they lose interest.
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Picture for Discussion
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Home Activity Plan

Songs I know:

A New Song to Learn:

A Time to Sing with My Child:
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Session 3 References
Bryant, P.E., Bradley, L., Maclean, M., & Crossland, J. (1989). Nursery rhymes, phonological
skills and reading. Journal of Child Language, 16(2), p 407-428.
Fox, M. (2001). Reading Magic. Florida: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.
Parlakian, R., & Lerner, C. (2010). Beyond Twinkle, Twinke: Using Music with Infants and
Toddlers. Young Children (reprint). Retrieved from https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/
1514-beyond-twinkle-twinkle-using-music-with-infants-and-toddlers

Videos
Magic of Everyday Moments: Literacy Skills — https://vimeo.com/103169733

Songs and Rhymes
http://www.mamalisa.com

Other Resources:
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Session 4 for Groups: Let’s Enjoy
Books and Stories Together
When babies and young children read together with their parent right from the start, they gain
a foundation for becoming successful readers in school and throughout life. This session:
• shows what to look for when choosing children’s books
• enhances parents’ motivation and confidence in reading with their babies and young children
• gives tips for how to make the most of story time

Note to Facilitators: Learning to read is a complex task and a child may have difficulty even
if they have lots of positive early learning experiences. If families have an older child with
reading difficulties you can help them focus on how positive early experiences may still help
the child in many ways throughout life.

Agenda

Materials for this Session

Welcome and Check In		

(10 mins)

• Agenda

Adult Group Time 		

(20 mins)

• Group guidelines

Interactive Play 			
Book Blanket (included
in Interactive Play)

(25 mins)

• Flip chart and markers, or screen

Snack Time (optional)		

(15 mins)

Rhyme Time			

(10 mins)

• Parent Handout: Enjoying Books and
Stories Together [here]

Goodbye			

(10 mins)

• Donated books to give away (optional)

• Books and play materials
– see Interactive Play [here]

Welcome and Check In
(10 minutes)
Welcome everyone to the session. Begin by asking the group to make themselves and their
children comfortable. Lead the breathing exercise [here] to promote relaxation and attention.
Invite participants to talk about any songs and rhymes they tried since the last session. How did
it go?
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Adult Group Time
(20 minutes)
Introducing the Topic
Adapt the following information for your group:
We know from the previous sessions that early literacy is about much more than reading books.
For babies and young children, early literacy includes feeling calm and secure, taking turns talking
and listening, hearing new words, and saying rhymes and singing songs together, over and over
again. All these positive early learning experiences help children reach their potential for learning
to read and write.
But we haven’t forgotten about books! We know that shared book reading is an important way
to help your child be ready to learn to read and write when school begins. And you may be
surprised to know that even babies can learn a lot from books. It’s never too early to start reading
with your baby. Even if you yourself have trouble reading, you can still enjoy books with your baby
and child. Let’s think about some ways that babies and young children can benefit from books.
Ask the group to brainstorm all the ways that they think their children might benefit from books,
or ways that they have seen this, either at the program or at home. Record the responses as they
are given. The list might look like this:
Benefits of Reading Books:
• learned new words
• recognized a TV character in a book*
• calms him down before bed
• helps her listen and concentrate
• after reading a book, he asked a lot of questions about the topic
• it’s a time we enjoy together
• imagination grows
*This is an example of children using their brain to remember something, and to compare it with
something else.
Usually participants easily identify lots of ways that children benefit from reading books with their
parent. Point out that their ideas show both emotional benefits (closeness, shared experience),
as well as benefits for the mind, such as concentrating and comparing. Point out that many of
these benefits can also happen by telling stories. Depending on your group, you may want to
lead a short discussion about storytelling. Do they or other family members like to tell stories?
Do they remember hearing stories as a child? What kind of stories do their young children like?
End this discussion by affirming the value of storytelling, and encouraging participants to share
simple stories with their children.
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Group exercise: Making the most of reading together
Adapt the following to your own words:
Reading together may not always be as enjoyable as we would like. Babies and young children
have their own idea of what a fun book experience may be, and it may not match ours. They may
grab the book, chew on it, skip pages or stay on one page for a long time, or they may not want
to sit still.
Invite the group to briefly discuss their experience of reading with their baby or child. Do they
read together? What gets in the way?
Depending on the group’s responses, you may choose Option A or Option B for the group
exercise.

Group Exercise — Option A
Like many worthwhile things, enjoying a book together is a learned skill; it may not come naturally
and it may take practice – both for us and our children. So let’s take some time now to see what
the skills are and to practice them here with each other.
1. Distribute the parent handout and read through it together.
2. Display the selection of children’s books. Ask participants to look through it and choose a
book that they think their baby or child would enjoy. Have available books without words,
board books, non-fiction, rhymes etc. If possible, have more than one copy of popular books
Observe the group as they choose and offer help as needed.
3. Ask participants to look through the book they have chosen and decide on one or two
strategies from the parent handout to use when sharing this book with their baby or child.
4. Ask the group to get into small groups of two or three and talk together:
a. What book did they choose and why? What attracted them to it?
b. What tips will they try?
c. Invite the small groups to practice together… for example –
What can you say about this picture? What voice can you use here?
What question could you ask? Try practicing varied tones of voice.
5. Ask the group to re-gather and invite participants to talk about the book they chose and the
reading techniques they will try.
6. Ask the group to join with their children and try out their new ideas for reading together.
Remind participants to watch their child’s interest and remember that if they are not
interested now, there is always another time to try.
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Note to Facilitators: During this group exercise the babies and children may want to be part
of things if they are nearby. That is fine! Encourage participants to focus on their children as
needed. Find ways to convey the reading strategies and key points of the session. If needed,
take a few minutes at the end of rhyme time, or individually with families as they are leaving,
to highlight a key message. If parents and children are having fun sharing books then the
goals of the session are being met.

Group Exercise — Option B
If your group has only strongly negative experience reading with children, this exercise may help.
Begin with this introduction:
From what you are saying, it sounds like there are lots of things that get in the way of reading with
your baby or child. Let’s take a few minutes to list all the things that get in the way and what we
might do about that.
Ask the group to brainstorm the barriers to enjoying books together with their children, and
record them on the flip chart or screen. When everything is listed, ask participants to consider
each item, and to suggest ways to overcome the barrier. Record their suggestions.
The list might look like this:
I’m too tired at the end of the day.
Try another time, like right after mealtime or after feeding your baby, or in the morning. Keep it
short.
Start the bedtime routine earlier, so the bedtime story will also be earlier.
Think about what you might be able to change to help you be less tired at the end of the day.

My child gets restless and won’t sit still.
Choose a quiet spot without distractions. Help your child settle by doing some deep breathing
together.
Give your baby or child something to hold while you are reading.
Find ways for her to do actions to go with the story.
Allow time for active movement before and after the story.
Keep trying different books to find ones they like.
Keep it short.
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My child wants to hear the same book over and over again, and I don’t enjoy it.
Find a balance between his needs and yours.
Agree beforehand to a limit, such as 3 times only.
Offer the choice of which book to read first – his chosen book or your choice.
Ask the child to tell you about each page.
Read an occasional ‘wrong’ word, so your child can correct you.
Skip a page, and wait for your child to notice.
Be patient; keep in mind how much children need repetition for learning.

I don’t read very well.
Talk about the pictures and don’t worry about reading the words.
Choose a book without words and make up a story by following the pictures.
Borrow a book with a CD from the library and let it tell the story while you turn the pages.
Explore YouTube to find children’s books being read aloud. Use your copy of the book to follow
along with your baby or child.
Ask another family member to read with your child; join in listening and talking about the story.

When the brainstorming is over, invite participants to choose one or two ideas from the list that
they will try over the week. Then ask them to turn to the person next to them, and talk together in
pairs about their plan. Thank the group for their problem-solving and move to Interactive Play.

Note to Facilitators: Some participants may be non-readers. By conveying acceptance, you
can make it easier for a participant to share information about her literacy ability. Refer to
Addressing Barriers to Reading with Children for more ideas [here].
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Interactive Play and Book Blanket
(20 minutes)
See Interactive Play and Book Blanket description [here]
Book Blanket: For this session add extra touch-and-feel books for babies, and extra copies
of the same book. Some favourites are: Goodnight Moon: Margaret Wise Brown; Mr. Gumpy’s
Outing: John Birmingham; Moo, Baa, La La La!: Sandra Boynton; Dear Zoo: Rod Campbell;
Where’s Spot?: Eric Hill, and many more.

Snack Time
(Optional, 15 minutes)
Follow your usual program routine for snack.

Rhyme Time
(10 minutes)
See Rhyme Time description [here]
For this Rhyme Time, if you have multiple copies of one book, consider distributing copies to
parents and children so they can read along with you. End with your goodbye song. Thank the
group for their participation and encourage adults to find time to read or tell stories with their
babies and children this week.

Goodbye
(10 minutes)
Try to connect with each family individually and thank them for their participation. Invite their
feedback on the session. Offer a positive comment on what you noticed during the session, such
as something the parent did or how their baby or child is developing.
Invite the family to choose a book to take home and keep, if you have these available. See
references for sources of donated books.
Distribute the Parent Handout [here] if not done earlier.
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Session 4 for Individuals: Let’s Enjoy
Books and Stories Together
When babies and young children read together with their parent right from the start, they gain
a foundation for becoming successful readers in school and throughout life. This session:
• shows what to look for when choosing children’s books
• enhances parents’ motivation and confidence in reading with their babies and young children
• gives tips for how to make the most of story time

Note to Facilitators: Learning to read is a complex task and a child may have difficulty even
if they have lots of positive early learning experiences. If families have a child with reading
difficulties you can help them focus on how positive early experiences may still help the child
in many ways throughout life.

Materials for this Session
• Play materials for children
• Selection of children’s books, such as
Goodnight Moon: Margaret Wise Brown;
The Snowy Day: Ezra Jack Keats; Moo,
Baa, La La La!: Sandra Boynton; Dear
Zoo: Rod Campbell; Where’s Spot?:
Eric Hill.
• Sticky tape for book repairs
• Picture for Discussion [here]
• Home Activity Plan [here]
• Parent Handout: Let’s Enjoy Books and
Stories [here]
• Doll or stuffed toy
• Children’s book to leave in home,
if available
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Getting Started
(10 minutes)
Ask the parents if there are any issues or tasks that need attention first.
Begin by making sure that you, everyone is settled and comfortable. Lead the breathing exercise
[here] to promote relaxation and attention. Invite the parent to talk about the home activity they
tried since the last session. Were they able to try a new song? How did it go?
Explain that this session is about enjoying books and stories together, even with babies.

Discussion and Activity
(20 minutes)
Picture for Discussion [here]
The picture shows an adult with two young children sitting in a big chair, looking at a book
together. Look at the picture together and talk about it with the parent. Here are some suggested
questions to guide your conversation:
What does the picture show?
How do you think the children are feeling?
How is the adult feeling?
Do you read with your child? Tell me about that.
What times of day or routine times could you read together?
Do you remember any books or stories from your own childhood/ in your own language? How do
you share those with your children? Could you share one with me?
Affirm what the parent is already doing. For some parents, reading together is not enjoyable or
does not happen. In this case, reassure parents that helping children become ready for reading is
not just about reading with them; it’s also about letting them know that you value them, and like
to spend time with them, talking, listening, playing, singing and telling stories and rhymes. If you
know that the parent already enjoys books with her child, ask what they both like about it.
Then look at the parent handout together to see tips for enjoying books together. Talk about
which strategies their baby/child might enjoy. Then look through the books you have brought for
the session and invite the parent to choose one that may appeal to the baby/child. Using a doll
or stuffed toy as a prop, demonstrate the appropriate tips from the handout. Invite the parent to
try the same thing with her baby/child.

Note to Facilitators: During this time, help the children learn how to handle the books
carefully. Calmly tape up any pages that rip and reassure the parent that this is to be
expected while children are learning about books.
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Reflection
When the reading is over, lead a reflective conversation using the following questions:
Overall, how did you feel during this session?
How do you think your child felt?
Was there something that surprised you about what your child did?
What made it enjoyable?
What might make it even more fun?
Add your own observations of what the parent did to engage the child in reading. If a child
especially liked a particular book, offer to accompany them to the library to borrow it at
another time.

Note to Facilitators: Parent may have many reasons why they don’t read to their children.
See Addressing Barriers to Reading with Children [here]. Some parents may never be
comfortable reading with their children. Accept this, and reinforce the many other ways they
support their children’s learning and development. Suggest that there may be someone else,
such as a friend or relative, who could read with their child.

Home Activity Plan
(5 minutes)
Finish the session by inviting the parent to think about when they will read or tell stories with their
child during the week. Help the parent decide specifically when they could read or tell stories and
what new idea they may use from the session today. Fill out the Home Activity Plan together and
leave it with the parent. Give the parent a copy of the Parent Handout. If available, leave a copy
of a children’s book for the family to keep. Thank the family for their participation, and encourage
them to enjoy reading or telling stories together.

Rhyme Time
(5 minutes)
For this session, consider active songs such as Head and Shoulders or Row, Row, Row,
Your Boat.
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Parent Handout
Babies
Choosing a book – here’s what to look for:
P simple, large pictures of familiar objects or people
P high contrast, such as black and white pictures. They are easier for young
babies to see.
P touch-and-feel or lift-the-flap books
P photos of family members and pets. Babies love selfies and pictures of other babies.
P wipeable board books, washable cloth books. Babies put objects in their mouths
to learn about the shape and texture. You can expect babies to mouth or chew
on books.
*Choose a book that you like too – you may be reading it a lot!*
Enjoying a book or story together:
P cuddle up
P point to the pictures and talk about them in the language you are most
comfortable with
P make connections between the pictures and your baby. For example, say and
touch ‘the teddy bear’s ear’ … ‘your ear’; ‘the baby’s sock’… ‘your sock’
P look at your baby’s face and gestures to see their interest
P give your baby time to respond
P let your baby touch and handle the book
P let your baby look at a picture for as long or as short a time as they want
*Watch and listen for how your baby tells you it is time to stop and do
something else.*
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Parent Handout (cont…)
Toddlers
Choosing a book - here’s what to look for:
P lots of repetition. Toddlers love repetition – and it helps them learn.
P rhyme and rhythm, such as nursery rhymes
P simple stories and pictures
Enjoying a book or story together:
Continue the tips for reading with babies, plus:
P show how to hold the book and turn the pages
P let the child turn the pages, even if you haven’t finished reading the words
P make your voice loud or soft, high or low; pause for effect; add your own
sound effects
P read a ‘wrong’ word in a familiar book. Your toddler will delight in correcting you!
P talk about the story and the pictures and about the child’s own experience
P let your toddler ‘read’ a familiar book to you. This lets children see themselves
as readers from an early age
P be prepared to tell the story or read the same book over and over, and to stay
on the same page for a long time
Try this: If your toddler loses interest early, let them go. Continue with the book yourself,
enthusiastically pointing and talking about it aloud e.g., “Oh what a funny face! What’s
going to happen next?” Your child may come back to see. If not, try again another time.

Preschoolers
P provide a variety of stories and books (fiction and non-fiction) to help them develop
their own interests
P let them decide which story or book to enjoy together
P run your finger under the words so your child sees that the words you say
match the print
P ask questions to encourage thinking and speaking. For example: “What do you
think will happen next?” “Why do you think they did that?”
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Picture for Discussion
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Home Activity Plan

A book we will use:

One way I will make the book or story more interesting for my baby/child:

When we will enjoy books and stories together:

¨
¨
¨
¨

morning:
afternoon:
night:
other times (while waiting, on a bus, etc):

Here's how I'll know it's time to end:

Ready to Learn: Love, Language and Literacy

			

Macaulay Child Development Centre

88

Session 4: Let’s Enjoy Books and Stories Together

Session 4 References
Sources for donated books
Contact these organizations to ask about their criteria for donations:
Frontier College
35 Jackes Avenue, Toronto ON M4T 1E2
(416) 923-3591
information@frontiercollege.ca
Toronto Children’s Book Bank
350 Berkeley Street, Toronto, ON M5A 2X5
(416) 922-7323
info@childrensbookbank.com
First Book Canada
http://www.firstbrookcanada.org
Children’s Book Stores
Toronto’s independent children’s book stores have knowledgeable staff and a wide selection
of books for children, including books in multiple languages. Some may offer a discount to
non-profit programs. Some adult independent bookstores also have children’s books not found
elsewhere, such as books that feature diverse families, special needs and much more.
Search online for “Toronto independent children’s bookstores” and “Toronto independent
bookstores” or contact your Early Literacy Specialist for names of stores.
Toronto Public Library
There are 100 public libraries in Toronto! Your neighbourhood branch can obtain almost any
book on request. Knowledgeable children’s librarians can help find particular titles, including
language specific books. Another service of the library is Dial-a-Story. For a daily recorded
story, call (416) 395-5400. There is a daily story for preschoolers and one for school-age
children.
YouTube
You can find new ideas for reading children’s books in engaging ways by hearing others,
especially authors or other celebrities. Go to YouTube and type in the title or “authors reading
children’s books”.
Books about Reading
Fox, M. (2001). Reading Magic. Harcourt, Inc.: Toronto.
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Session 5 for Groups: Making a Mark
First scribbles are an important step in learning to write and in developing creative expression.
How Does Learning Happen (pg. 42) reminds us of the many benefits – cognitive, emotional and
physical – of creative expression. In this session participants will:
• learn to recognize the stages of drawing and the link between drawing and later writing skills
• explore the link between specific play activities and pre-writing skills
• gain ideas for activities to support their children’s pre-writing and fine motor skills

Agenda

Materials for this Session

Welcome and Check In		

(10 mins)

• Agenda

Adult Group Time 		

(20 mins)

• Group guidelines

Interactive Play 			
Book Blanket (included
in Interactive Play)

(25 mins)

• Markers and flip chart or screen

Snack Time (optional)		

(15 mins)

Rhyme Time			

(10 mins)

Goodbye			

(10 mins)

• Books and play materials
– see Interactive Play [here]
• Selection of materials suggested in
Making a Mark handout [here]
• Cards illustrating the stages of
development in drawing [here]
• Samples of children’s artwork
• Parent Handouts (3): Stages of Drawing
[here], Making a Mark [here], Beautiful
Scribbles [here]
• Evaluation form (optional) see sample
[here]

Welcome and Check In
(10 minutes)
Welcome everyone to the session. Begin by asking the group to make themselves and their
children comfortable. Lead the breathing exercise [here] to promote relaxation and attention.
Invite participants to talk about any tips for reading they tried since the last session. Did anyone
try out more reading or storytelling? How did it go?
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Adult Group Time
(20 minutes)
Introducing the Topic
Adapt the following to your own words:
This session is all about drawing and writing. We’ve called this session Making a Mark.
Technology is changing how we communicate and we may not need to write as much in the
future, but making a mark is something humans have done from the time that we drew on the
walls of caves. It’s our way of communicating and expressing our thoughts, feelings and creative
potential. Do you have any other ideas about why we chose this title? Ask the group for their
thoughts and acknowledge their ideas.
Yes, making a mark is just what babies and young children do. It’s the beginning. That’s why we
take scribbling seriously!
We only have to watch children to see how they love to use crayons, paint or messy materials,
right from a very early age. We see how they love to experiment and express themselves. This
is one good reason for us to encourage these activities. We also know that children need these
opportunities to develop the muscles in their forearms, hands and fingers. When they are using
these muscles, we say they are developing “fine motor skills”. These are the skills we use when
we hold a pen or pencil to write. Holding large crayons and paint brushes provide excellent
preparation for holding pencils and pens later. These creative activities also develop important
skills like problem-solving and critical thinking and they even strengthen children’s memory and
sense of identity (HDLH p42).
We don’t really know about the future of writing. It’s still too early to know from research what
effect technology is having on our writing or thinking ability. We do know that fine motor skills
are important for many basic life activities, and we know that creative art-making is a rich form of
expression that involves our whole being – physical, emotional and cognitive. And wouldn’t our
lives as parents be poorer without those exuberant scribbles and pictures from our children!
Children’s ability to draw and write develops in stages... nobody starts off by drawing a person, or
writing a sentence. Children reach each stage in predictable sequences. Studies have shown that
everyone goes through pretty much the same stages, whether they are young children or older
adults who have never had the chance to learn to write as children. We can learn to recognize
these stages and support our children’s efforts at every stage.
So let’s take a closer look at these stages.
Ask if there are any questions and then move on to the group activity.
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Activity #1: Stages of drawing and writing
Explain to the group that you have made a game that illustrates these stages.
Hold up the nine cards that you have prepared. See instructions [here].
Explain that each card shows an example of one of the four stages of development in drawing.
Invite the group to work together to arrange the cards in order, from the first stage to the most
advanced stage. Be sure to add that this is not a test!
Observe the group and offer suggestions if needed. When they are done, distribute the handout
Stages of Drawing [here]. Ask what people notice about each stage. This is also an opportunity
to point out that a child’s later interest in writing is connected to early pleasurable experiences
using crayons and paper. Remind participants that the important thing is to appreciate the stage
that their children are at. There is no need to try to move them to the next stage. They will get
there on their own, when they are ready.
Next, distribute and briefly discuss the handout Beautiful Scribbles [here], which shows the
connection between scribbles and written letters.
Next spend some time looking at samples of children’s drawing, including ones by participants’
children if possible. Admire the artwork and examine each piece using the handouts to help
identify the scribbles and features discussed earlier. Before moving on to Interactive Play and
Book Blanket, offer participants the Making a Mark Parent Handout [here].

Note to Facilitators: Avoid attaching an age to a stage of drawing. If participants ask about
this, explain that children’s development is uneven, and a child may be at a more advanced
stage of drawing and a less advanced stage in another area of development. Emphasize to
participants how their attention and genuine interest in their children’s work helps build brain
connections and feelings about themselves that are long-lasting.
Some participants may be very concerned about when their children will begin printing letters,
names and words. Explain that children are ready for this at different times. Children may
show they are ready by beginning on their own to copy letters or symbols, or they may ask
you to show them how to write certain letters and their own names. Children are more likely to
be interested in learning to print if they have had positive experience with written words and
drawing materials.
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Interactive Play and Book Blanket
(25 minutes)
See Interactive Play and Book Blanket description [here]
For this session, include materials from the Parent Handout Making a Mark [here]. Talk with
parents individually during this time about what activities they might want to provide at home to
encourage ‘making a mark’.
Book Blanket: Add books about drawing such as: Harold and the Purple Crayon by Crockett
Johnson; Mouse Paint by Ellen Stoll Walsh, Lines that Wiggle by Candace Whitman; The
Squiggle by Carole Lexa Schaeffer; Andrew Drew and Drew by Barney Saltzberg

Snack Time
(optional, 15 minutes)
Follow your usual program routine for snack.

Rhyme Time
(10 minutes)
See Rhyme Time description [here]
End with the goodbye song. Thank the group for their participation. Encourage adults to try out
one or two new ideas that were discussed at this session.

Goodbye
(10 minutes)
If you have offered the full series, and this is the final session, the good-bye for this session
needs more attention. As a closing activity, consider one or more of the following:
• Use an evaluation form for feedback on the whole program.
• Invite each participant to name one highlight of the program, or one change they have made
as a result of the program.
• Give positive feedback to the group as a whole about their participation and your
appreciation of their involvement.
• If possible, offer a program gift such as a box of crayons, a children’s book or a photo of the
parent and baby or child engaged in a program activity together.
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Session 5 for Individuals:
Making a Mark
Parents can set the stage for later writing ability by offering opportunities for creative expression.
First scribbles are an important first step. In this session participants:
• learn to recognize the stages of drawing and the link between drawing and later writing skills
• explore the link between specific play activities and pre-writing skills
• gain ideas for activities to support their children’s pre-writing and fine motor skills

Materials for this Session
• Selection of play materials suggested in
Making a Mark handout [here]
• Picture for Discussion [here]
• Pre-prepared Stages of Drawing card
game (See instructions [here])
• Parent Handouts (3): Stages of Drawing
[here], Making a Mark [here], Beautiful
Scribbles [here]
• Highlighter marker

Getting Started
(10 minutes)
Ask the parents if there are any issues or tasks that need attention first.
Begin by making sure that everyone is settled and comfortable. Lead the breathing exercise
[here] to promote relaxation and attention. Invite the parent to talk about the home activity
they tried since the last session. Were they able to read books or tell stories with their child?
How did it go?
Explain that in this session you will be looking at what parents can do to help their children be
ready to learn to write. Set up some simple creative materials such as those suggested in the
Making a Mark handout.
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Discussion and Activity
(20 minutes)
Picture for Discussion [here]
The picture shows a child sitting and drawing at the kitchen table while the parent is at the stove
and watching his child. Look at the picture together and talk about it with the parent. Here are
some suggested questions to guide your conversation:
What does the picture show?
How do you think the child is feeling?
How is the parent feeling?
Does your child ever do this? Tell me about that.
What times of day or routine times could you set up these activities?
Do you remember doing any of these activities yourself? Tell me about that.
Explain in your own words:
Drawing and other art activities, as well as being creative and fun, also give practice in controlling
the muscles in the arm, hand and fingers. This is called fine motor control and it’s necessary for
using a pencil to write later on. So in fact everything a baby or child does to build these muscles,
right from the start, will help with later writing. At the same time babies and children are thinking
and planning as they create. That’s why every stage is important, even just making a simple mark
on paper. We know that children go through predictable stages when they are drawing. Let’s take
a look.

Activity
Introduce the “Stages of Drawing” card game. See instructions for making the cards [here] Look
at the cards together. Invite the parent to put them in order, starting with the first stage. Explain
that this is just for fun; it is not a test! Help parents to think out loud as they do this task.
Avoid attaching an age to a stage of drawing. If parents ask about this, explain that children’s
development is uneven, and a child may be at a more advanced stage of drawing and less
advanced in another area of development. Reassure parents that the important thing is to
appreciate the stage that their children are at. There is no need to try to move them to the next
stage. They will get there on their own, when they are ready.
Next, look at the parent handout Beautiful Scribbles together, which shows the connection
between scribbles and written letters.
Note: The child will likely need attention using the materials you have set out. The child’s needs
always come first. If the child does a drawing while you are talking, you can compare it with the
stages and the parent can see which stage her child’s work most closely matches. Emphasize
that it is the experience of drawing that is important, not what the final picture looks like to an
adult!
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Home Activity Plan
(5 minutes)
Look together at the Making a Mark handout [here]. Invite the parent to highlight the materials
she could introduce to her child this week. If possible, offer to leave materials for the family to
use, such play dough or crayons and paper. Leave the three handouts with the parent.

Rhyme Time
(5 minutes)
For this session, consider reading a book about drawing such as: Harold and the Purple Crayon:
Crockett Johnson; Mouse Paint: Ellen Stoll Walsh, Lines that Wiggle: Candace Whitman; The
Squiggle: Carole Lexa Schaeffer; Andrew Drew and Drew: Barney Saltzberg
If this is the final session, consider ending with one or more of the following:
• Invite the parent to give you feedback about the program.
• Give positive feedback about the family's engagement.
• If possible, offer a program gift such as a box of crayons, a children’s book or a photo of the
family engaged in a program activity together.
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Stages of Development
in Picture Making
Instructions for preparing the card game
1. Photocopy the 9 originals pages onto heavy paper.
2. Cut photocopies along cut lines. Each page has a front and back to the card.
3. Glue the front of each card to the back (front: image, back: stage information)
4. To make cards more durable, laminate or glue onto bristol board.
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Stage One

Making marks on paper.
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Stage One

Making marks on paper.
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Stage One

Making marks on paper.
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Stage Two

Adding lines and dots to an oval.
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Stage Three

Making dots and lines for
eyes, nose, mouth, legs
and sometimes arms.
Drawing legs and arms
coming from the head.
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Stage Three

Making dots and lines for
eyes, nose, mouth, legs
and sometimes arms.
Drawing legs and arms
coming from the head.
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Stage Four

Making legs on the head longer.
Trying to draw the shape of the body.
Attaching arms to the head
and then the body.
Adding big hands with fingers.
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Stage Four

Making legs on the head longer.
Trying to draw the shape of the body.
Attaching arms to the head
and then the body.
Adding big hands with fingers.
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Stage Four

Making legs on the head longer.
Trying to draw the shape of the body.
Attaching arms to the head
and then the body.
Adding big hands with fingers.
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Parent Handout
Making a Mark
How do children learn to write? All children go through stages from scribbling to
drawing and writing. In each stage they are developing the muscles in their arms, hands
and fingers. They also develop important thinking skills like planning, problem solving
and using their imagination.
How can I help my child become ready for writing? In the years from birth to 3, the
best help is everyday play with your baby or child.
Important: Babies and young children need close supervision when they use these
materials. Small pieces are a choking hazard for children under 3 years.

Ideas to Help Your Child Become Ready for Writing
Material/Activity For Babies

For Toddlers

Mobiles to
Reach For

Hang a mobile where the baby
can see it when lying down.

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

Water

Add small containers and
sponges to a bowl of water, or
the bathtub and let your baby
splash, pour, mix, squeeze.

Add various sized paint brushes
to paint with water anything you
are comfortable with (chairs,
toys, etc.) You can also do this
outside or in the bathtub.

Shape Sorters

To make a simple shape sorter,
cut a hole in the lid of a shoe
box or plastic container. Use jar
lids or small blocks for shapes.

Add extra holes for various
sizes of jar lids or shapes.

Puzzles

Simple puzzles with large knobs. Puzzles with more pieces,
with or without knobs.

Ready to Learn: Love, Language and Literacy

			

Macaulay Child Development Centre

108

Session 5: Making a Mark

Ideas to Help Your Child Become Ready for Writing
Material/Activity For Babies

For Toddlers

Tissues
and Scarves

Show your baby how to pull
scarves or pieces of fabric
out of an empty tissue box
one at a time.

Put scarves or pieces of fabric
in a box with holes in the top
and encourage your toddler
to reach in and pull them out.

Crayons
and Paper

Thick crayons and paper that
doesn’t rip easily.

Add regular sized crayons
and markers.

Play Dough

Show your baby how to pat,
squeeze or pound the dough.

Add rollers and cut outs or any
toys to press into the dough.

Blunt Scissors
and Paper

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

Add light cardboard, styrofoam
trays or play dough to cut.

Games

Peek a boo: put a light cloth
over your face and let your
baby pull it off.

Peek a boo: using a scarf or
piece of fabric, let your toddler
cover their face and pull it off
to “surprise” you.

Put a soft toy on your shoulder,
and let your baby reach for it.
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Parent Handout
Stages of Drawing
There’s no need to rush children through these stages. Every stage is important for
learning, thinking skills and self-expression.
Stages of Drawing
Stage One

Making marks on paper.

Stage Two

Adding Lines and Dots to an Oval.

Stage Three

Making dots and lines for eyes, nose, mouth, legs and sometimes
arms. Drawing legs and arms coming from the head.

Stage Four

Making legs on the head longer. Trying to draw the shape of
the body. Attaching arms to the head, then the body. Adding
big hands with fingers.
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Parent Handout
Beautiful Scribbles
There’s no need to rush children through these stages.
Every stage is important for learning, thinking skills and self-expression.

The Basic Scribbles
Scribble 1

Dot

Scribble 2

Single Vertical Line

Scribble 3

Single Diagonal Line

Scribble 4

Single Horizontal Line

Scribble 5

Single Curved Line

Scribble 6

Multiple Vertical Line

Scribble 7

Multiple Horizontal Line

Scribble 8

Multiple Diagonal Line

Scribble 9

Multiple Curved Line

Scribble 10

Roving Open Line

Scribble 11

Roving Enclosing Line

Scribble 12

Zigzag or Waving Line

Scribble 13

Single Loop Line

Scribble 14

Multiple Loop Line

Scribble 15

Spiral Line

Scribble 16

Multiple-Line Overlaid Circle

Scribble 17

Multiple-Line Circumference Circle

Scribble 18

Circular Line Spread Out

Scribble 19

Single Crossed Circle

Scribble 20

Imperfect Circle
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Picture for Discussion
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A Note About Technology and Art-Making
(Thanks to Eddie Woo, Macaulay staff and creator of First Arts parent-child program)
There is general agreement that we should provide a rich variety of experiences for children’s
optimal development. Brain research informs us that children’s brains literally light up with
activity when more senses are engaged. The more variety children experience the stronger the
neural pathways become.
Having children ‘paint’ with mud or wet sand on their backs or bellies for example, provides
varied sensations and stimulation. Comparatively, apps are limited by the size of the screen.
Electronic-based activities are one-dimensional, lacking texture and therefore viscosity and so
limit the amount of motor strength applied. Recent research (Barr 2013, Barnett & Ceci 2002,
Hayne 2008) shows that young children consistently learn less from TV and touchscreens than
from a live demonstration because it is difficult for them to understand how information from the
screen relates to the real world. Children have difficulty taking information from a 2 dimensional
flat symbolic world and transferring it into a 3 dimensional textured world.
However there are some benefits to electronic activities. They’re portable and mess free.
Children do benefit from working within a defined space.
Electronic activities can be a part of a rich balance of experiences that incorporates both live
experiences and virtual ones. Any experience is further enhanced when it is shared between
a child and a responsive caring adult.
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The Five Minute Facilitator
All you need is 5 minutes. In this short time with a group of parents you can share an idea,
introduce an activity or talk about new research. You can do this at snack time, circle time or
during almost any activity throughout the day. The purpose of these adult learning moments is to
share information that can:
• enhance the parent-child relationship
• increase parents’ understanding and engagement with your program activities
• open the door to further dialogue about child development and learning
The ideas here are linked in content to the 5 workshop sessions in this manual. We recommend
reading the workshop outline to get a fuller understanding of the topic.

Note to Facilitators: By observing and getting to know the families in your program, you
will likely find many more opportunities and ideas for the 5 minute facilitator. Discuss them
with your colleagues, consult with your Early Literacy Specialist, try them out and have fun!

Program activity to enhance Session 1: Ready to Learn
This activity works well during group circle time or during a parent and baby program.
Adapt the following information to your own words:
Did you know that the songs and rhymes we do here at circle time are actually helping your
babies and children learn a really important life skill? Here’s how…
Babies, young children, and adults too, all learn best in a state of being calm and alert. As
adults, we usually know how to adjust ourselves to become calm and alert. This is called selfregulation. Babies are born with reflexes and they are learning as fast as they can how to regulate
their bodies, their emotions and their attention. Babies need a lot of help from the adults in their
lives to teach them how to get their energy up and how to calm themselves down. Eventually
they learn to do this by themselves. By age three, you will notice they are getting better at selfregulation or managing their behaviour, feelings and attention.
One easy way that you can help your baby and child learn these self-regulation skills is through
songs and rhymes. Songs and rhymes can excite a child and then calm them down in the same
song. Every time you help your child get excited, calm down and refocus to start another song,
you are helping them learn to regulate themselves. This ability to manage their own behaviour,
feelings and attention (self-regulation) is linked to success in school and life.
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As we sing this next song, try and notice what you do to get your child excited and to calm down
and also notice if there is something about the song that helps you do that.
Lead a song or rhyme from the list below, or another one that has changes of pace and then ask
parents how they helped regulate their child’s energy and attention before, after and throughout
the song. Continue with other songs and rhymes as time permits.
Suggested Songs: Zoom, Zoom, Zoom; Sleeping Bunnies
Suggested Rhymes: Humpty Dumpty; The Grandfather Clock; A Smooth Ride, a Rough Ride;
Round and Round the Garden; The Garden Snail

Program activity to enhance Session 2: Building Brains with Love
Materials needed: scarves or cloths for peek-a-boo; doll or stuffed toy
This discussion can be easily blended into the usual group circle time.
Adapt the following into your own words:
When a baby is born, their brain isn’t finished developing. In fact ¾ of a child’s brain development
happens after birth! How does that happen? Through their biology (what they are born with) and
the environment (what they experience). In fact the experience that your baby or child is having
right now with you is actually building brain connections that wire the brain for life. Let's see how
this works in the game of peek-a-boo. This is a demonstration of serve and return.
Using the scarf or cloth and the stuffed toy, show parents a way to play peek-a-boo.
Demonstrate getting their child's attention and putting the scarf over their own face. Then pull
the scarf off and say "Peek-a-boo". This the parent's serve. Ask parents what their baby's or
child's return may look like (serve and return). Peek-a-boo can continue for as long as the child
is interested. There are many variations such as allowing the child to pull the scarf off their own
face. If you have no scarves, you can just use your hands. The key to a successful game of
peek-a-boo is to wait for the child's interest and notice what is exciting for them.
After the peek-a-boo game, guide a brief discussion using the following questions:
1. What do you think your baby or child was noticing and learning? [Learning that your face
will reappear, recognize your face, new words, feelings of excitement, feeling that they are
special to you, and they can make something happen]
2. What did you notice or learn about your baby or child during the game? [For example, did
they look at you or look around at others; did they like the scarf on their head?]
3. What return did your baby or child provide that let you know they liked the game?
4. What return did your baby or child give that led you to change or stop the game?
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So in this interaction with your baby or young child that we’ve just talked about, every time you
respond to your child, their brain neurons actually light up and form connections with other
neurons to build brain pathways. That’s how you can help those brain pathways develop, simply
by playing and having fun with your baby. Through these everyday interactions, when you read
the cues and respond, you are building brains with love!

Program activity to enhance Session 3: Songs and Rhymes
Materials needed: shakers and noisemakers (optional); 5 index cards and marker*; information
about special features of songs and rhymes from Session 3; parent handout from session 3.
(optional)
*Write the following words on five index cards:
1. Melody and Rhythm
2. Repetition
3. Rhyme, Repeating Sounds, Sound Chunks
4. Actions
5. Special Closeness
On the reverse of each card write the description of the feature. See Session 3 for details [here].
This activity can be done just before or during group circle time or during a parent and baby
program.
Adapt the following to your own words:
Did you know that research tells us that a young child’s knowledge of songs and rhymes is
directly connected to later reading ability in grade 3? It turns out that songs and rhymes have
special features that make them valuable for early literacy development and language.
Present each card and then do a song or finger play that showcases that feature. You can
present all of the cards over one circle time or present one card at a time over many circle times.
Offer the Session 3 Parent Handout [here] to reinforce the teaching.
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Program activity to enhance Session 4: Let’s Enjoy Books
and Stories Together
Materials needed: selection of books; prepared flip charts with tips for reading together; parent
handout from session 4 (optional)
This activity can be done during your regular program. Before you begin, see the Book Blanket
description [here].
Write on flip chart and post in your book area the tips (see below) for enjoying books with babies,
toddlers and preschoolers. When you are with one or more families in the book area, use the
opportunity to go over the tips and encourage the parents to try a new tip when they read with
their child. Later, ask parents how the tips worked for them.
If you use more than 5 minutes, this activity can be done during a program time when you have
only the book blanket available with no competing activities or materials (cover them up or put
them away).
Set up a book blanket with a variety of books for children to choose. Go over the tips on the flip
charts. Encourage parents to try a new tip when they read with their child. After the reading time,
ask parents how the tips worked for them. Share with the group in a general way the positive
interactions you noticed.
Offer the Session 4 Parent Handout Enjoying Books with Babies and Young Children [here] and
encourage parents to keep reading with their child at home, or on the bus, or anywhere.
Babies
P cuddle up
P point to the pictures and talk about them
P make connections between the pictures and your baby
P look at your baby to see their interest
P give your baby time to respond
P let your baby touch and handle the book
P let your baby look at a picture for as long or as short a time as they want
Toddlers
P tips from babies PLUS
P show how to hold the book and turn the pages
P let the child turn the pages, even if you haven’t finished reading
P make your voice loud or soft, high or low; pause for effect; add your own sound effects
P read a ‘wrong’ word in a familiar book
P talk about the story and the pictures and about the child’s own experience
P let your toddler ‘read’ a familiar book to you.
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Preschoolers
P provide a variety of stories and books
P let them decide which story or book to enjoy together
P run your finger under the words so your child sees that the words you say match the print
P ask questions. For example: “What do you think will happen next?” “Why do you think
they did that?”

Program activity to enhance Session 5: Making a Mark
Make an Art Gallery! This activity can be done at any time during your program.

Materials needed: stages of drawing cards, see instructions [here]; children’s artwork; Parent
Handout Stages of Drawing [here].
Write the four stages of drawing on separate sheets of paper (see below). Post each page on
a separate wall space where there is room to create an art gallery. Add the stages of scribble
in a fifth area. During play time have available a range of art-making materials such as paint,
markers and crayons. When a child completes a work, invite families to study the creation
and decide which area of the gallery it belongs in, and post it in the most appropriate space.
Encourage families to use the Stages of Drawing handout to help them.
Explain to parents that children’s ability to draw and write develops in stages... nobody starts
off by drawing a person, or writing a sentence. Children reach each stage in predictable
sequences. Studies have shown that everyone goes through pretty much the same stages,
whether they are young children or older adults who have never had the chance to learn to write
as children. We can learn to recognize these stages and celebrate and support our children’s
efforts at every stage.
Options: If you can leave your art gallery up, you can continue to add to it. If the art gallery
is temporary, you can take it down and send the artwork home at the end of the session.
Stage 1: Making marks on paper.
Stage 2: Adding lines and dots to an oval.
Stage 3: Making dots and lines for eyes, nose, mouth, legs and sometimes arms.
Drawing legs and arms coming from the head.
Stage 4: Making legs on the head longer. Trying to draw the shape of the body.
Attaching arms to the head then the body. Adding big hands with fingers.
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Promoting Positive Interactions
“Families don’t care how much we know
until they know how much we care.”
— Mary Gordon, Founder, Roots of Empathy

It takes skill and sensitivity to build the positive relationships that are key to successful work with
families. Whether you work in home settings or in a group, your interactions with individuals can
help build those caring relationships.
Here are some examples of common situations and suggested responses to support a positive
relationship. The best approach depends on the context and your knowledge of the family.

Example: The parent criticizes the child’s choice of play materials, for example,
“Oh, you are too old to be using that toy.”
Possible Responses: Try to understand the adult’s concern. Is she embarrassed or worried that
her child is not as advanced as others? Is there a possible developmental delay that should be
addressed?
Is the child using the toy in a creative, age-appropriate way? If so, comment on the creative
thinking the child is using.
Suggest to the parent that sometimes children, just like adults, like the security of familiar things.

Example: An adult comments on her young child’s drawing by saying, “What is it?”
or “That doesn’t look like anything”.
Possible Responses: Later, either in a group discussion or individually, refer to the stages of
drawing. Comment that when young children are using creative materials, they often have no
end result in mind.
Find an opportunity to model an alternative approach, for example, “Can you tell me about
your picture?” or, for a younger child, “Oh, I see you made a lot of big red lines in your picture.”
Notice the child’s reaction to the parent’s question and then respond. For example, if the
child is silent you could say, “It looks like you like using the colour orange. Look at all those
orange circles!”
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Example: Adult does not allow baby or child to try a new material, saying it is too messy.
Possible Responses: Acknowledge the adult’s concern — Yes, play dough does stick to fingers
or clothing and can be hard to wash off.
Keep a supply of old shirts and suggest that the child change into one.
Point out how much fun the baby or child is having, and how valuable the activity is.
If the adult remains opposed, offer an alternative activity, such as crayons.
Find an opportunity to make a positive comment about another way the parent fosters her baby
or child’s creativity and self-expression.
Continue to encourage the parent to recognize her baby or child’s abilities.

Example: The adult controls the child’s actions, for example by holding her hand to draw.
Possible Responses: Consider the context. This adult may be making a special effort to spend
time with the child. Simply comment on how much her child seems to enjoy her attention.
If the child is resisting the adult control, gently interpret the child’s cues to the adult.
Model a less intrusive way of helping the child at another time, when the adult is watching.
Suggest that the toy or puzzle may be too difficult, and offer a simpler one so that the child can
be successful on her own.
Watch for times when the adult is being less directive and comment on how this allows the child
to gain confidence and skill.
Bring out connections between children’s play and general child development information,
pointing out the importance of practicing skill-building independently.
Note: An exception would be if hand-over-hand guidance is recommended because of a child’s
extra support needs.

Example: In a group program, the parent ignores the baby or child, and uses the time to
talk with other adults.
Possible Responses: Before the parent leaves the program, talk to them about what activities
the child did and what skills she demonstrated. Suggest that next time the parent might enjoy
watching the child try out an activity.
Talk about how a parent might feel about joining in baby’s children’s play. Some adults may feel it
is silly and unnecessary, or they may feel awkward.
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When the parent does interact, perhaps during Rhyme Time, comment how much her baby or
child enjoys the attention.
Invite the parent individually to come and join you and the child in play.
Sometimes it may be best to do nothing. Try to understand the reasons for the parent’s
behaviour. Do you see signs of affection or strong attachment between the parent and child,
perhaps when they are arriving or leaving the program? Do the parent’s adult conversations
focus on serious personal issues? Perhaps this is the only opportunity to talk to other adults.
Reduced isolation for the adult may also benefit the child.

Example: In front of the child, the parent makes negative comments to you about her child.
Possible Responses: Without contradicting the parent, include a positive comment about the
child in your response so he can hear that as well.
Find a way to move away from the child and invite the parent to tell you more about the issue.
Later, while acknowledging the parent’s frustration, explain that you feel uncomfortable talking
about children negatively when they can hear you.
Explain how much a child, even a young toddler, may understand and how it may affect her.
Offer to talk more with the parent about her concerns.
Help the parent see her child in a more positive light.
Find an opportunity at another time to give the child a positive message to boost his self-esteem.

Note to Facilitators : It is impossible to respond to everything that happens, and it is not
always necessary. The most important thing is to maintain a positive feeling. The parent has
the child for a lifetime; you have an influence for a very short time. Your actions are most
effective when they strengthen the bond between the adult and child.
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Part C: Working with Parents

Addressing Barriers to Reading
with Babies and Children
Some parents may be unfamiliar or uncomfortable with books and may have difficulty enjoying
a book with their baby or young child. The chart here suggests ways to address these barriers.
Above all, it’s important to listen and respect the parent’s point of view. There are many ways to
nurture early literacy even without books.
Note: Some barriers may actually be ways of hiding an inability to read. See Diversity, Language
and Adult Literacy [here]

Parent barrier to reading with
baby or child
I can only read in my own language,
not in English.

Staff response
• suggest that the parent go to the library and
ask about books in the home language. If
appropriate, offer to accompany the parent.
• suggest that the parent use the pictures to
make up a story in the home language.

My child doesn’t pay attention when I read.

• offer to help practice some ideas in the handout
Let’s Enjoy Books and Stories Together [here]
Model these tips during the program and share
them with parents:
• keep it short and stop when baby or child
lose interest
• check that the story is right for the child’s age
• let the child choose the book
• let the child turn the pages
• use different expression and voices
• try at another time of day
• look at the book yourself and show your
enjoyment of it

I’m worried that the book will contain
messages that go against our values.

• suggest that the parent first read the books
themselves and only read those they approve of
• note that children will be exposed to different
ideas in the larger world and at school. They
will learn that not everyone has the same beliefs
as their family. For an older child, this gives
opportunities to talk about the family’s own
values.
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My baby (or toddler) is too young to
understand a book.

• have some books for babies available and
invite the parent to try them
• use a doll or stuffed toy to demonstrate how
to engage a baby with a book and then invite
the parent to try
• notice and point out to the parent the cues
that the baby is engaged

I don’t believe in reading for pleasure.

• suggest that some stories can be a way to
teach lessons or give information to children
• suggest that if children learn about books and
reading when they are young, they may want
to read for information when they are older

I can’t read.

• offer to read the story the first time so the
parent will know the story to tell it later
• suggest starting by talking about pictures
in a magazine or family photos
• suggest telling the child true stories about
the people and places they know
• suggest using the pictures to tell the story
• if the parent wants to learn to read, suggest
a referral to an adult literacy program

I don’t have time.

• ask if parents would like to problem solve
together about how to make some time for
reading together
• suggest using the time at the program or
home visit
• suggest that parents read to baby or younger
child during older children’s homework time
• older children can read to younger ones

My child will rip the pages.

Encourage the parent to:
• accept that this happens occasionally
• choose board books where possible
• show the child how to handle the book
• provide tape for mending
• look at old magazines instead of books
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Diversity and Adult Literacy
Family support programs serve populations with a rich diversity of language, experience and
beliefs. The tips here can strengthen your program and demonstrate to all families that they are
welcome and included.

Adult Literacy and Language
Many adults in Canada have difficulty reading and may conceal this remarkably well. With this in
mind, here are some ways to promote inclusion and participation:
• let the group know that all questions are welcome
• never single out one person or group of people in an uncomfortable way
• read everything out loud, including posted information
• don’t ask a group member to read aloud unless you know for sure they are able to
• offer handouts to parents and give the option to refuse them if they wish
• share the message that all parents can help their young children learn no matter what their
own education or literacy ability
• If parents want to learn to read, offer referrals to an adult literacy program.

Multilingual Groups
Here are some ways to communicate effectively with a group that speaks diverse home
languages:
• speak slowly and clearly and offer to repeat what you say
• check in with the group, or with individuals following the session, to make sure you are
understood
• encourage adults to share songs and rhymes in their first language, and to help others
understand them
• arrange language-specific small groups
• offer to provide interpreters if funding permits
• be ready with information about adult ESL classes for participants who want to learn English
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Valuing Diversity
Here are a few important ways to show respect and acknowledgment of diverse experiences
and beliefs:
• make an effort to get to know the individuals in your program, and what is important to them
• choose pictures for flyers and handouts that show diverse populations
• provide translated handouts if funding permits
• provide children’s books in languages spoken by participants
• provide picture books without words so everyone can share them in their own language
• recognize that behaviour may vary according to cultural norms as well as personal
preference, such as how much people share personal information or participate in group
discussions
• respect differences in attitudes and approaches to raising children, such as how individuals
express attachment to their children
• learn from participants about specific beliefs that may directly affect your work in the group;
for example, attitudes about displaying pictures on walls, or about using certain animals in
stories or as toys
• using food for crafts or sensory play is not recommended as it may be offensive to many
populations
• go beyond differences and help the group identify basic similarities; for example, everyone
wants their child to succeed
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Afterword
We hope that you and the families you work with will enjoy
Ready to Learn: Love, Language and Literacy. We encourage
you to modify and adapt the curriculum to best suit your
needs. We wish you much success in your work with young
learners and their parents.

Contact us
The Macaulay Child Development Centre
2010 Eglinton Ave. W., Suite 400 Toronto, ON M6E 2K3
T. (416) 789–7441
E. info@macaulaycentre.org

Notes:
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