
 
Supporting Literacy:  
The Foundation for Learning 
 
Facilitator Notes 
 
 
1. What is literacy? A changing definition… 
 
While “literacy” used to be defined mostly as the ability to read and write, a much more 
complex definition is needed in today’s society. This term can be confusing and often needs 
clarification before using it.  
 

Literacy Alberta notes that literacy was traditionally defined as being able to read and write 
but that the definition of literacy now includes many other skills, known as the 'essential 
skills': 

• reading 
• writing 
• document use 
• numeracy 
• computer use 
• thinking 
• oral communication 
• working with others 
• continuous learning 

  

 “Literacy is acquiring, creating, connecting and communicating meaning in a wide 
variety of contexts.”  

“Literacy First: A Plan for Action, ” Alberta Education. 
 

Suggestions: 

The link to the video clip “Literacy: A World to Discover” offers a two-minute look at the 
expanding scope of literacy and can be used as a discussion point for parents around the 
changing definition and growing importance of literacy in today’s world.  

Alternatively, if a computer is not available, parents can simply discuss the question “What is 
literacy” or use the handout provided with images of different aspects of literacy as a starting 
point. This may be particularly helpful for ESL parents.  

Not only is Parent Café an opportunity to focus on the importance of the nine essential skills 
for our children’s future, but an opportunity to help to build parental capacity in the nine 
essential skill areas as part of the adult learning experience.  To gain a better understanding 
of the nine essential skills, the Essential Skills Resource Guide can be downloaded from 
Literacy Alberta. 

	  

parent café



 
2. In today’s world, why is literacy so important for learning?   
 
Literacy is important because it is a fundamental life skill. Increased reading levels improve 
an individual’s self-esteem, academic achievement, career and parenting success. It results in 
increased quality of life. Literate children have a greater chance of becoming competent and 
contributing members of our society who are economically self-sufficient.   – Calgary Reads 
 
Literacy is an essential skill both for school and beyond in today’s knowledge-based society: 
 
At School 
A child with strong literacy skills is more likely to experience success throughout school 
While children learn to read in the first years of formal schooling, much of their formal 
education is spent “reading to learn”. 
• “Literacy remains a foundational competency that is of primary importance to all learning. 

Learners with strong literacy skills, acquire, create, connect and communicate meaning in 
a wide variety of contexts.” (Literacy First: A Plan for Action) 

• One common reason cited for not completing high school is a lack of literacy skills to keep 
pace with the high school curriculum. 

Beyond School 
• The impacts of literacy go far beyond school!  Literacy skills affect our personal, social and 

work lives.  The level of literacy needed in to navigate in our “knowledge based society” is 
now thought to be equivalent to the literacy level required for high school graduation. 

• Literacy levels have an impact on many aspects of life: income levels, finding a job, 
getting a promotion, understanding justice, health and legal issues, social supports, family 
life, citizenship and community participation.  Literacy is an essential skill. (Literacy 
Alberta). 

• Stronger literacy skills are associated with higher income, better health and greater social 
and civic engagement! (Literacy First: A Plan for Action) 

• Literacy skills are important for adults to have the opportunity to be life long learners. 

The Alberta Education initiative, Inspiring Education, identified seven competencies needed 
by 21st century learners for participation and success in our knowledge-based and globalized 
society. These include:  collaboration and leadership, critical thinking and problem solving, 
creativity and innovation, social responsibility and global awareness, communication, digital 
literacy, and lifelong learning. Literacy and numeracy are the foundational competencies that 
these other abilities are built on. For more information refer to:  Literacy First, A Plan for 
Action. 	  
 
Suggestions: 
 
Helping parents to understand the critical relevance of a strong and broad literacy foundation 
is the first step in becoming more purposeful in their efforts to support all aspects of literacy 
with their children. 



3. Whose responsibility is it to teach and support literacy 
development? 
 
 
Literacy is a shared responsibility…. 
Studies show that 40% of adult Albertans and 35% of working age Albertans do not have the 
basic literacy skills they need to get ahead in today’s demanding society and economy. 
(International Adult Literacy & Skills Survey-IALSS, Statistics Canada, 2003). Nearly one 
quarter of Alberta’s children entering school are lacking in the foundational literacy skills 
needed to be successful in school.           

 
 

 
 
 

            Alberta Education’s Literacy Collaboration Model (Literacy First: A Plan for Action) 
 
 
Given the complexity of literacy in today’s world it is evident that no one person can support 
literacy alone. A parent’s role is to provide their children with the foundational skills and 
desire needed to learn to read and provide support in their literacy development. The 
mechanics of reading are taught in school but there are many ways that parents can provide 
critical support with the process of becoming literate. 
 
Suggestions: 
This discussion begins laying the foundation for using all assets and resources in the home 
and community to support learning. Parents are their child’s first and most important teachers 
but they can’t do it alone! 

 
Educators, school authorities, 
parents, communities and students 
must work together to ensure the 
best opportunities for literacy 
development in students of all ages 
and abilities. 
 
While teachers will provide specific 
reading instruction, parents and 
communities play an essential 
role in building the 
foundational skills required for 
young readers and promoting a 
love of reading and learning.   

(Alberta Education) 
	  



4. When are children READY to learn to read   and write?    
What thinking, physical and language skills do they need? 

 
 
“Reading roots”, or the foundational skills for reading, prepare a child to begin to read on 
their own.  Thinking, language and physical skills all contribute to the readiness of a child: 
 
 
Thinking Skills 
 

Physical Skills 
 

Language Skills 
 

attention- ability to tune out 
distractions 
 
organization 
 
motivation – curiosity 
 
remember sounds and images 
 
differentiate or see differences 
between different sounds and 
images 
 
critical thinking – problem 
solving 
 
background knowledge 
 
creativity and imagination 
pool of mental images 
 

healthy body – physical 
stamina 
 
visual tracking – scan words 
across the page 
 
fine motor skills – hold a book 
and turn pages, hold a pencil 
 

strong base in first 
language 
 
listening 
 
speaking 
 
awareness of speech 
sounds (phonemic 
awareness) 
 
vocabulary 
 
language structure 
 

 
 
Suggestions: 

• The first 2000 days of a child’s life… yes, between birth and kindergarten… are 
when 85% of the brain’s pathways are developed. This is the best time to 
introduce the foundations of literacy. Most reading problems are preventable by 
providing a literacy-rich environment in all the days before kindergarten. The 
foundational skills for literacy development are laid through the early childhood 
years but will continue beyond through rich experiences with language. Literacy 
opportunities surround us in everyday life! A parents role in providing a foundation 
for literacy involves: Singing/Reading/Talking/Playing and exploring too! 
Share the Calgary Reads – First 2000 Days Powerpoint 

 



5. Talking, exploring, playing, and singing support the development of 
foundational literacy skills.   
            How do you and your child enjoy these activities together? 
 
Talking:  
Talk, talk, talk… Talking builds vocabulary, which is the foundation of reading and language. 
Speaking develops vocabulary and language knowledge. Use language in different ways: to 
tell what happened, to describe things, to ask questions. The more a child understands about 
a word, the more easily they will read that word! 

Speaking:  
Talk with your child in the language that is most comfortable.  Research shows that children 
who have a strong foundation in their home language achieve greater success at school. 
Children who speak their home language as well as English may have higher self-esteem and 
do better in school than immigrant children who speak only English.  Strong family and 
cultural connections can be maintained with home language. For more on heritage languages 
see Mylanguage.ca:  “If you want your children to succeed, Hold on to your home language”  

Exploring:  
Visiting places in the community such as the park, the grocery store, library or community 
gardens and talk about what we see together. These experiences and knowledge will help 
them build vocabulary and understand what is happening in books. 
 
Playing:  
Vocabulary and language skills are developed during imaginative play, i.e. narrative skills 
such as main idea and plot, sequencing, logical reasoning, drawing conclusions, cause and 
effect. These are cornerstones of future successful reading. Games help boost and reinforce 
essential literacy skills! (Centre for Family Literacy – An ABC for Parents). 

Singing:  
Songs and nursery rhymes, poems and word play teach foundational skills as children 
become aware of word sounds, rhyming and the rhythm of speech. 
 
Building confidence for parents to embrace their role as their child’s first teacher is of key 
importance. Reinforce that many of the things you are doing with your children are 
supporting literacy – “keep up the good work!” Encourage the sharing of specific activities 
and examples: 
 

- I read books with my child every day.  
- We talk about all the things we see in the neighborhood when we are walking. 
- Sharing stories, talking about their day, conversation at family meals.  
- We attend the story time program at the public library.  
- We make sure our kids have time to play and use their imagination .i.e.: art, 

games, puppets, acting, as well as turning household activities into fun activities
- I look for educational computer games and monitor the computer use.  

 



6.  Why is reading aloud and storytelling important? 
 

• By reading aloud to our children we can expose them to vocabulary and experiences 
that are richer and beyond their own level of reading. Remember: Children who are 
reading independently still benefit from being read to!  

• Books give us the opportunity to hear rich story language rather than signal language 
(“Once upon a time..” rather than “Get your shoes and coat!”). Words rarely used in 
conversation are found in books.  

• Reading more advanced stories connects children to the stories of people, places and 
experiences far from their own life. 

• Maintains that important family time spent on reading and conversation.  
• Supports traditions of storytelling that is an important part of many cultures. 

 
Further questions to spark the conversation: 
Do you remember being read to or having stories told to you by a parent, teacher, 
sibling?  
Do you enjoy being read to / listening to a story? 

 
 
Note:  Technology can be a useful tool but no substitute for the interaction and relationship 
building that reading with your child provides.  Remember to share electronic text together 
too. 
 
Emerging research tells us that a strong vocabulary is essential for school success. Children 
entering kindergarten are best prepared for school success with a vocabulary of at least 5000 
words and it builds from there… 
 
 
 
Suggestions: 
 
Encouraging storytelling and reading aloud: 
Ask for help from old adults within the community or extended family 

• Participate in storytelling sessions at local library, churches or communities 
• Borrow “books on tape” from the library 
• Use a quality online storytelling resource 
• Can’t think of a story? Use your imagination and create one with your kids. Try 

working together, with each participant adding a sentence. 
 
Interested in further reading?  See Calgary Read’s review of Proust and the Squid – Science 
of the reading brain. By Maryanne Wolfe.  
 



 
7.  What strategies do you use to help your child’s reading? 
 
 
Before reading together 
Read the book title, talk about the cover and ask your child what they think the book will be 
about.  
 
While reading together 
Ensure your child can see the book; hold it together and read at your child’s pace.  They will 
pick up on the pattern of the story and join in with you.  
Be expressive while you read. Point or slide your finger under the text.  
Keep asking your child to predict what will happen next. 
 
Reading by Child 
Begin by previewing the book and have them make predictions. Talk about the story - did 
they like it, and why?  Ask if it reminds them of something in their own like or another story. 
Make a plan to read again. 
 

Source: Calgary Board of Education  *Family Literacy Brochure 
 
 
If their child is already reading how can they continue to provide support? 

• Continue to read together to advance vocabulary. 
• Read some of the books and stories that their children read in order to 

discuss together 
• Ask questions about their reading? Create dialogue around their stories and 

choices of books.  
• Others? 

 
 
Suggestions: 
 
The actual mechanics of reading are taught in the classroom. There are many positive steps 
parents can take to support this learning process. There are wonderful resources available for 
parents to help them in this role.  
 
Calgary Reads Read about more specific strategies, like The Four P’s (pause, prompt, provide 
and praise) in resources from Calgary Reads. 

*10 Things to Know - Reading at Home, *Learning to Read: A Parents Role, 
*Strategies for Active Learners 

 
*Helping Your Child Learn to Read, Ottawa Early learning Strategy 



8.  How do you and your child choose books…  
… for your child to read? 
… for you to read to your child? 

 
• Choosing “just right” books for your child to practice reading is essential. These are 

books that of interest and at a comfortable reading level. Talk with your child’s 
teacher, resource teacher or librarian for help. Eg. 3-5 mistakes per page is too many! 

• Offer a variety of books to read: picture books, fairy tales, information books, alphabet 
books, pop-up books, wordless books, story books, dual language books, books with 
audio (CDs) to listen along or books on DVDs to watch. The public library and thrift 
stores or second hand bookshops are a great resource. 

• Boys often prefer non-fiction, ie. Books about sports, space or animals 
• Children tend to stay interested when they have the chance to read and talk about 

things that interest them or include stories they relate to. Let them help to choose 
books! 

• Children often want to read their favorite books over and over again, they will enjoy 
this experience and continue to learn. 

 
Suggestions: 
 

• Ask parents what kinds of things hold their child’s attention? 
• Look for books that relate to what is happening in family life i.e. moving or having a 

new baby. 
• Ensure the book is at the right level for the child. 
• Let them choose books that appeal, don’t worry if they reread the same book many 

times! 
• Use the public library; children’s librarians are very helpful in recommending books.  
• Create a library – used bookstores are great for that, trade among family and friends. 

 
Suggested Activity:  
 
Share with parents a variety of age appropriate books from the local Calgary Public or school 
library: fiction and non-fiction, picture books, wordless books, books with CD’s and DVD’s, 
graphic novels, etc. You can borrow books from your local public library or school library. Ask 
the librarian for assistance – they are a great resource! You can also bring along library 
information and instruction on how to apply for a library card. 
 
*Calgary Reads 
50 books to read before you are 8! 
 
*Centre for Family Literacy - Family Literacy Tip sheets 
*Types of Books for Young Children, * Choosing Quality Children’s Books, * Multicultural     
Book List 

 
Calgary Public Library website -  Kid’s Only - Great Books        



9.  How do you help your child enjoy reading and engage in what is 
being read? 
 
Keeping the experience fun and positive! Examples: 

• Reading aloud daily. 
• Being expressive while reading. 
• Providing a cozy, comfortable reading space. 
• Giving my child chances to engage with the books: holding them, turning pages, 

looking at the pictures, and telling the story. 
• Thinking beyond the book by reading and talking about the books together. Ask 

questions like: “What is happening in the story? What do you think will happen next? 
What do you notice in the pictures?  What experiences are you reminded of from the 
book?” 

• Reading in our home language or with dual language books.  
• Modeling reading; letting my child see me reading.  
• Choose books that your child will enjoy. 
• Read a variety of books. 
• Positive reinforcement and encouragement builds confidence to be a reader.  

 
Suggestions: 
 
Positive reinforcement and encouragement builds confidence to be a reader.  
Encourage parents to be imaginative; set the culture of reading as something of joy as 
opposed to a chore. Make connections whenever possible to the wonderful doors that open 
with reading.  Encourage parents to set routines around reading that their children will look 
forward to. 
 
 
For Parents: 
 
Encourage children to join a book club for kids in their area.  
 

Calgary Reads has an online book club: 
Calgary Reads Kids Book Club 
 
Check the Calgary Public Library near you. Book club events and children’s’ clubs and 
programs are offered throughout the summer months and during the regular school 
year.  
 
Many of the specialty bookstores that carry children’s literature also host children’s 
book club events and visits from authors.  

 
 
 
 



10.  What resources, people or places in the community can provide 
help in supporting literacy? 
 
Examples: 

• I use the Public Library programs, and I always ask the librarian for book 
recommendations.  

• I am a volunteer tutor with Calgary READS- they provide training to work one on 
one with struggling students which helps me with my own child. 

• We organized the seniors in our community to come to the school for 1:1 reading 
and storytelling. 

• I work to communicate regularly with my child’s teacher to see how their reading is 
coming along. 

• I monitor and limit my child’s computer time to quality websites such as STARFALL 
and Robert Munch . 

• I look to the INFORM ALBERTA website and search literacy programs to find 
programs in my community. 

 
Suggestions: 
 
Have parents brainstorm local people and resources that can support literacy. Use Cafés Your 
Learning Community handout to highlight local people and programs, and map resources 
(see the following page).  Examples: 
 

• Teachers 
• Grandparents 
• Shopkeepers 

• Boys and Girls Club Programs 
• Coaches…. 
• Public Library 

 
Share these local resources: 

*Calgary Reads Programs and Services impacting Literacy for Young Children in 
Calgary 
*Unlock a Child’s Potential, Calgary Reads  
* Café’s Local Literacy Resources 
The INFORM ALBERTA website allows parents to search literacy programs in their area 
according to postal code to help find resources in their area. Have parents explore 
together this website if there is access to a computer. 

 
 
Time permitting, use computer or computer lab to share some quality websites such as 
STARFALL and Robert Munsch . 

Refer to: *Café’s Quality Children’s Websites 
 

 
If parents feel their child is experiencing difficulties it is important that they first discuss 
concerns with their teacher.  Additional community resources are available at the 
CanLearnCentre where they will find resources and supports for students experiencing 
learning challenges.  



	  

Your Learning Community 
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
 



 
11. Setting goals and moving forward 
 
Ideas from Parents: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Suggestions: 
 
Share the 27 Ways to Celebrate Family Literacy Day to reinforce ideas of activities that 
support literacy development, by Dr. Sarah Eaton. The ideas are organized according to the 
nine essential skills.  
 

Remember  - Family Literacy Day is January 27! 
 
 
 
 


