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Play is a primary vehicle for learning in early childhood classrooms. Therefore, 

teachers must be attuned to the way play supports children’s progress towards 

meeting developmental milestones, such as those described in Early Learning and 

Developmental Standards (ELDS). Using a semi-structured interview protocol, 

eight early childhood educators were shown two vignettes of children at play and 

asked to identify evidences of literacy development and which ELDS those 

evidences indicated. Teachers were also asked to develop an instructional 

extension. Teachers were largely able to identify evidence of literacy development 

using vignettes and envision evidence-based pedagogical extensions to advance 

children’s learning, though this was most evident in the areas of phonological 

awareness and alphabet knowledge and least evident in areas related to engagement 

and comprehension. Implications for teacher education and professional 

development are provided. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Teacher knowledge is consistently identified as a professional requirement for teachers (National 

Association for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC], 2020a; National Board for 

Professional Teaching Standards, 2016; International Literacy Association & National Council of 

Teachers of English, 2017). While a great deal of work has been done in this area, more is needed. 

Much of the research on teacher knowledge has addressed how well teachers can demonstrate their 

content knowledge on domain-specific assessments (Bos et al., 2001; McCutchen et al., 2002; 

Moats & Foorman, 2003), few studies have addressed preschool teachers and students (Crim et 

al., 2008; Cunningham et al., 2015; Piasta et al., 2020; Schacter et al., 2016), even fewer have 

addressed the role teacher knowledge plays during play-based learning (Bubikova-Moan et al., 

2019; Hunter & Walsh, 2014), and no studies known to the authors have considered the role of 

teacher knowledge in identifying student strengths and needs. We hope to contribute to closing 

these gaps with this research study. 

RESEARCH ARTICLE 
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In this study, we were interested in exploring how well preschool teachers were able to identify 

early literacy developmental milestones in children’s play, connect these milestones to Early 

Learning and Development Standards (ELDS), and plan reasonable learning-rich extensions that 

built on children’s developmental readiness. We explored these questions in a semi-structured 

interview format using vignettes of children at play. Developing a better understanding of how 

sensitive teachers are to content-specific milestones evident in children’s play and how well they 

can individualize learning extensions to support students is important in understanding how well 

teachers utilize content knowledge instructionally in their classrooms (Shulman, 1986; Snow et 

al., 2005). We purposefully use the term “sensitive” to capture the range of teacher ability to notice 

and respond to students’ play. We consider this play to be a stimulus in the environment to which 

teachers have varying capacity to sense and respond. We believe this sensitivity is a precursor to 

effective instruction in early childhood environments given the centrality of play and the need for 

teachers to respond to anecdotal evidence of literacy development demonstrated in play. This 

renewed understanding has implications for teacher preparation programs and inservice 

professional development as we seek to support teachers in not only acquiring knowledge but in 

flexibly using knowledge to support students’ continuous growth and doing so in such a way that 

is sensitive to varying needs. Next, we will describe the knowledge of the science of reading early 

childhood teachers need to deliver effective and appropriate instruction, the role of Early Learning 

and Development Standards (ELDS) in early education, why play-based learning is necessary, 

effective, and even crucial for our youngest learners, and explore a theoretical framework of 

teacher knowledge. 

 

 

The Science of Reading in Early Childhood Education 
 
The science of reading is the accumulated body of research that demonstrates how individuals 

learn to read and best practices for reading instruction. Several theories have emerged to capture 

the many concurrent skills that are necessary to read successfully, such as the Simple View of 

Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986), Scarborough’s reading rope (2001) and, most recently, the 

Active View of Reading (Duke & Cartwright, 2021). What each of these theories has in common 

is an emphasis on the necessity of both strong oral language and word recognition skills to be a 

proficient reader. Scarborough’s reading rope and the active view also draw attention to the 

necessity of other skills such as comprehension strategies, concepts of print, alphabet knowledge, 

phonological awareness, motivation and engagement, and the reciprocal nature of reading and 

writing. Early childhood teachers must be well versed in how language and literacy relate to one 

another and the many diverse skills young children must enact simultaneously to read proficiently. 

One resource to support early childhood professionals in understanding the skills necessary and 

appropriate for young children are states’ Early Learning and Development Standards (ELDS). 

ELDS are developed to capture developmentally appropriate literacy standards, based on the 

science of reading, that early childhood teachers should support young children in attaining. 
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Early Learning and Development Standards 
 

ELDS are fundamental tools that identify developmental milestones for young children across 

developmental domains and content areas, including early literacy (NAEYC & NAECS/SDE, 

2002; Petersen et al., 2008). In the United States, all fifty states have developed state-specific 

ELDS documents as have many nations across the world. These essential resources were designed 

in part to support early childhood educators knowledge of important age-specific goals for 

children’s development and learning so this knowledge could be used to identify instructional 

practices that best support individual student learning (NAEYC & NAECS/SDE, 2002; Scott-

Little et al., 2003). Teachers can see ELDS come alive in numerous ways in early childhood 

classrooms including planned curricular experiences and naturalistic (unplanned) moments during 

children’s spontaneous play (Gronlund, 2006). While ELDS should play a central role in the 

assessment and curriculum process for planned curricular experiences (Gronlund, 2006; Sumrall 

& Jordan, 2021), teachers may be less likely to notice or identify ELDS in children’s play. 

 

 

Play-Based Learning and Assessment 
 

Play is essential to young children’s development because it has been repeatedly shown to 

contribute to children’s cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development and overall well-

being (Ginsburg, K. R. & Committee on Communications and the Committee on Psychosocial 

Aspects of Child and Family Health, 2007; NAEYC, 2020b; VanHoorn et al., 2015). Play has been 

highly regarded as a developmentally appropriate approach to early childhood education because 

it promotes active, meaningful, and joyful learning (NAEYC, 2020b); therefore, it is critical that 

early childhood teachers maximize opportunities for play to promote important learning goals such 

as those identified in ELDS. Early childhood teachers must become adept at identifying ELDS, 

including language and literacy standards, during play in order to appropriately assess children’s 

progress towards reaching ELDS and plan appropriate extensions for learning (Gronlund, 2006; 

Moyles, 1989; VanHoorn et al., 2015). In order for teachers to be skilled at identifying ELDS in 

play, they must be knowledgeable about children’s development. 

 

 

Teacher Knowledge of Early Literacy: A Theoretical Framework 
 

Much of the research centered around teacher knowledge is rooted in the groundbreaking work of 

Shulman (1986). He revolutionized the field by positing that knowledge was not one unified 

construct but instead composed of content knowledge (knowing what to teach), pedagogical 

content knowledge (knowing how to teach it), and curricular knowledge (knowing various 

instructional strategies and supports to teach it). Moreover, he conceptualized this knowledge may 

take the form of propositional (knowing principles of instruction), case (knowing specific previous 

similar instructional instances), or strategic (knowing when to apply particular instructional 

techniques) knowledge. Most studies of teachers’ early literacy knowledge have focused on 

teachers’ propositional content knowledge, specifically related to the linguistic aspects of literacy 

(Cunningham et al., 2009; Jordan & Bratsch-Hines, 2020; McCutchen et al., 2002; Moats, 1994, 

1999; Moats & Foorman, 2003; Piasta et al., 2009) and most of that research has occurred in early 

elementary classrooms. As a whole this research indicates that teachers are not very 
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knowledgeable of the linguistic basis of language or how reading and writing develop. In fact, 

teachers tend to overestimate their own knowledge. 

 

While most studies of early literacy knowledge have occurred in early elementary settings, a few 

have examined preschool teachers’ knowledge, though again those studies examined teachers’ 

knowledge of the linguistic basis of literacy (e.g., phonological awareness), through the use of 

questionnaires. As with teachers of older children, these studies universally identified low levels 

of teacher knowledge (Crim et al., 2008; Cunningham et al., 2015; Neuman & Cunningham, 2009; 

Schacter et al., 2016). 

 

We feel confident that the attention to early childhood educators’ literacy knowledge is warranted 

given the low levels of early childhood educator knowledge identified in previous studies (Crim 

et al., 2008; Schachter et al., 2016) and Piasta et al.’s (2020) findings of significant, positive 

associations between teachers’ knowledge, their classroom practice, and children’s learning. That 

is, teacher knowledge matters and it is a problem. What still remains to be determined, and why 

this study and others like it are necessary, is how well teachers are able to utilize knowledge in 

practice to determine student needs and provide appropriate instruction, often referred to as 

strategic pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986). 

 

Strategic pedagogical content knowledge is the knowledge of how to teach and when to use which 

instructional techniques. To echo Neuman et al. (2000), teachers need not only know what to teach 

but how to teach it in developmentally appropriate ways. Studies heretofore that have attempted 

to examine teacher pedagogical content knowledge (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2015) have done so 

through the use of questionnaires which mitigates the ability to assess strategic knowledge and 

makes it difficult to determine if the knowledge therein assessed would be utilized in real teaching 

scenarios. We believe that the use of vignettes as we have done in this study, provides unique 

insight into teachers’ knowledge and how that knowledge affects instruction. The vignette 

methodology employed in this study allows us to assess strategic pedagogical content knowledge 

and has previously been demonstrated to be a valid and reliable measurement technique (McCray 

& Chun, 2012). 

 

 

The Present Study 
 

Given the critical nature of early literacy development (Snow et al., 1998), the power of play-based 

learning (NAEYC, 2020b), and the powerful role of teacher knowledge (Darling-Hammond, 

2000), it is essential that an investigation into how sensitive teachers are to literacy developmental 

milestones in children’s play occur. Attention to the identification of literacy development during 

teaching scenarios could provide important insight into how teacher knowledge is used while 

teaching and have implications for teacher preparation programs and in-service professional 

development. The purpose of this study was to explore how well preschool teachers were able to 

identify developmental milestones in children’s play, connect those milestones to ELDS, and plan 

reasonable learning-rich extensions that built on children’s developmental readiness. This study 

addressed the following research questions: (a) how sensitive are teachers to literacy 

developmental milestones evidenced during children’s play?; (b) how accurate are teachers at 

linking evidence of development with ELDS?; and (c) how well can teachers plan reasonable and 



SENSITIVITY TO EARLY LITERACY MILESTONES       75 

 

effective learning extensions based on witnessed play and identified development? In the 

following sections, we describe our context, participants, measures, and procedures. 

 

 

METHODS 
 

This study analyzed how well preschool teachers were able to detect evidence of literacy 

development in children’s play and plan appropriate evidence-based extensions. Moreover, the 

teachers’ ability to associate those evidences to particular developmental indicators and to broad 

subdomains of literacy development were investigated. 

 

 

Context 
 

Data were collected from teachers working within a state located in the southeastern United States. 

The state has a comprehensive set of ELDS that address five domains of children’s learning and 

development, and includes a continuum of developmental indicators for children ages birth 

through kindergarten entry. The state has had a set of ELDS for over a decade at the time of data 

collection and numerous professional development opportunities related to using standards had 

been implemented across the state. This study focused on one specific domain of development, 

Language Development and Communication, which includes ELDS related to foundational skills 

for reading and writing. 

 

We organized The Language Development and Communication domain from the state’s ELDS 

into six subdomains, which are subtopics that fall within the domain. These subdomains included: 

1) interest and motivation to read, 2) comprehension and use of information in books, 3) book 

knowledge, 4) phonological awareness, 5) alphabet knowledge, and 6) writing. Each of these 

subdomains is an important aspect of the science of reading and necessary for proficient reading 

development (Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Scarborough, 2001). Within each of these subdomains 

are developmental indicators, which are the specific statements of expectations for children’s 

development and learning that are tied to particular age levels. Although the states’ ELDS 

document includes developmental indicators for infants, younger toddlers, older toddlers, and 

younger preschoolers, we focused solely on development indicators for older preschoolers since 

our participants taught children in this age group (48 months - 60+ months). There were a total of 

32 developmental indicators for older preschoolers that fell within one of the six subdomains 

previously identified. 

 

 

Participants 
 

Eight preschool teachers were interviewed for this study. All teachers were female and were 

working as a preschool teacher in a state-funded Pre-K classroom at the time of the interview. 

Every participant had obtained a Bachelor’s Degree in Birth-Kindergarten and held a Birth-

Kindergarten Teaching License. One teacher also had a degree in Elementary Education. On 

average, teachers had been working with young children for 11 years (SD = 6.39; Range = 18 

years). The mean age of participants was 40.9 years (SD = 11.92; Range = 35 years). Two 
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participants self-identified as Black or African American and the remaining six participants self-

identified as White. 

 

 

Measure 
 

The Preschool Literacy - Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PL-PCK) Interview Protocol was 

designed to investigate preschool teachers’ ability to identify evidences of early literacy learning 

depicted in children’s play and relate those to broad areas of literacy development, termed 

“subdomains” (e.g., interest in and motivation to read, phonological awareness, writing), and 

specific early literacy milestones, also referred to as developmental indicators (e.g., “make some 

sound-to-letter matches, using letter name knowledge”) identified in the state’s ELDS. The 

interview protocol was developed by the authors who share expertise in Early Literacy and ELDS. 

The protocol consists of a written description of two play scenarios, each containing multiple 

evidences of children engaging in early literacy in their play. The second scenario also included a 

child’s work sample (i.e., a drawing that included some writing). Content validity of the semi-

structured protocol was determined by three experts who all reviewed the protocol independently 

to examine the clarity of content and wording (e.g., wording and terminology are appropriate for 

targeted audience). Experts also reviewed the vignettes and independently coded them with 

relevant subdomains and developmental indicators from the state’s ELDS. Discrepancies were 

discussed and revisions to the protocol were made until experts reached 100% agreement. The use 

of interviews with preschool teachers consisting of vignettes depicting children at play has 

previously been demonstrated as a valid and reliable means to measure teacher knowledge that 

“illuminates the kinds of teacher thinking that really matter for student learning” (McCray & Chen, 

2012, p. 304). The authors ensured procedural fidelity by completing the first interview together 

and discussing any differences. For 25% of the remaining interviews, both authors transferred the 

interview protocol responses to separate analysis sheets and then calculated interrater reliability. 

100% agreement was identified. Analysis sheets were then combined and analysis continued by 

determining the percentage of times each play example was identified for each subdomain across 

participants. 

 

Scenario One. Scenario one can be found below, followed by an overview of early literacy 

examples in play as well as their associated developmental indicators and subdomains. 

 

While a recording of The Name Game as sung by Shirley Ellis (e.g. “Katie, Katie, 

bo-batie / Banana-fana fo-fatie / Fee-fy-mo-matie / Katie!) is being played, Nina, 

Emily, and Deshaun are in the music center. Nina beats on the drum in rhythm as 

Emily and Deshaun march around the center to the beat of the name game song 

clapping rhythm sticks. Suddenly, Nina says, “Hey, Deshaun! D-D-Deshaun 

sounds like d-d-dad!” Deshaun laughs and responds, “I’m not a dad! Once upon a 

time, I might be though!” Emily says, as she holds up the “D” page of an ABC 

book, “Yeah, Deshaun and Dad start with –d.” Meanwhile, Anna and Jacob are in 

the dramatic play center pretending to be a waiter and a customer at a restaurant. 

Jacob hands Anna a telephone book and asks her what she would like to eat. She 

flips through the phonebook page by page, places her hand on a line, and asks for 
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spaghetti and meatballs. Jacob laughs, and responds that he will bring her pasghetti 

and peatballs as he draws a picture of spaghetti on a notepad. Anna laughs and says, 

“panks!” 

 

In scenario one, 11 examples of early literacy can be identified in children’s play. These examples 

can be associated with 18 specific developmental indicators (DIs) across six subdomains related 

to early literacy. For example, in scenario one, participants may have identified “Anna turning the 

pages in a phone book when ordering food” as an example of early literacy depicted in play. 

Participants could have associated this play example with two developmental indicators: (a) hold 

a book upright while turning pages one by one from front to back and/or (b) demonstrate 

understanding of some basic print conventions. Both of the play examples and corresponding 

developmental indicators were associated with the Book Knowledge subdomain.  In order to 

provide further context, we have selected one play example from each of the six subdomains and 

identified a corresponding developmental indicator (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 

 

Selected Play Examples from Scenario One 

 

Selected Play Examples from 

Each Subdomain 

Associated Developmental 

Indicator  

Subdomain  

Jacob and Anna use the 

telephone book as a menu 

Use and share books and print in 

their play 

Interest and 

Motivation to Read  

Emily references ABC book to 

confirm Deshaun/dad start with 

the letter “d” 

Use informational texts and other 

media to learn about the world, and 

infer from illustrations, ask 

questions and talk about the 

information 

Comprehension and 

Use of Information in 

Books 

Anna points at a particular line 

in the phone book when 

ordering 

With prompting and support, run 

their finger under or over print as 

they pretend to read text 

Book Knowledge 

Children say “pasghetti,” 

“peatballs” and “panks” 

Enjoy rhymes and wordplay, and 

sometimes add their own variation 

Phonological 

Awareness 

Emily says “Deshaun” and 

“dad” start with the letter “d” 

Show they know letter function to 

represent sounds in spoken words 

Alphabet Knowledge 

Jacob draws a picture of 

spaghetti to record information 

Represent thoughts and ideas in 

drawings and by writing letters or 

letter-like forms 

Writing 
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Scenario Two. Scenario two, which can be found in Figure 1, included a description of children 

at play as well as a child’s work sample (i.e., a drawing that included some writing). In scenario 

two, 13 examples of early literacy could be identified in children’s play. These examples could be 

associated with 19 specific developmental indicators (DIs) across five subdomains related to early 

literacy (scenario two did not include examples of phonological awareness). In Table 2, we have 

selected one play example from five subdomains and identified a corresponding developmental 

indicator to provide additional context. 

 

Figure 1. 

 

Scenario Two Description and Work Sample 

 

 
 

Table 2 

 

Selected Play Examples from Scenario Two 

 

Selected Play Examples 

from Each Subdomain 

Associated Developmental Indicator  Subdomain  

Paisley shares her work with 

Emily 

Use and share books and print in their 

play 

Interest and 

Motivation to Read  

Inclusion of “The End” Imitate the special language in 

storybooks and story dialogue with 

accuracy and detail 

Comprehension and 

Use of Information in 

Books 

Points to letter-like forms to Recognize print in different forms for a Book Knowledge 
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“read” the writing variety of functions 

Identification of “m” and 

says “It says mommy.” 

Try to connect the sounds in a spoken 

word with letters in a written word 

(write “M” and say, “This is 

Mommy.”) 

Alphabet Knowledge 

Child’s name is written on 

her work 

Use known letters and approximations 

of letters to write their own name and 

some familiar words 

Writing 

 

 

Procedure 
 

Each interview was conducted by one of the co-authors in a quiet place away from distractions 

and was recorded and transcribed. The first interview was conducted by both PIs to ensure 

reliability. Before beginning each interview, the teachers were provided with the Preschool 

Literacy - Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PL-PCK) Interview for Teachers packet.  

 

This packet included (a) a listing of the subdomains of literacy applicable to this study (e.g., 

interest in and motivation to read, phonological awareness, writing), (b) the Literacy 

developmental indicators for older preschoolers from the state’s ELDS, and (c) two scenarios 

depicting young children engaging with literacy at play. Teachers were asked to look through the 

packet and told: 

 

“In these two scenarios, children are engaging in free play in a preschool classroom.  

I want you to read through them and see if you can see any evidence of literacy 

development in their play.  When I say literacy development, I’m defining it very 

broadly.  So I mean things like (gesture to list on teacher’s packet): Interest in and 

motivation to read, Comprehension and use of information in books, Book 

knowledge, Phonological awareness, Alphabet knowledge, Writing. So the 

definition of “what is literacy” is very broad, OK?  Also in your teacher packet you 

will notice a list of Early Literacy developmental indicators (DIs) for older 

preschoolers from the [state's ELDS]. Please take a moment to look over these 

subdomains of Literacy Development and Literacy developmental indicators on the 

first two pages of your teacher packet.” 

 

While each teacher read, the interviewer also read the pages in the packet to ensure adequate time 

for reading. The interviewers then reminded each teacher that, “this interview is not about right or 

wrong answers—it helps us understand how preschool teachers think about literacy development 

in children’s play.” For the first scenario, mutual understanding of the reference to the Name Game 

song was ensured by forewarning teachers and jointly listening to a brief clip. Then, teachers were 

asked to read through the scenario independently and then a second time with the interviewer. 

Finally, we asked each teacher, “where do you see any evidence of literacy development in this 

play?” 
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As each example of literacy development was identified, the interviewer marked it on the interview 

guide and followed up with “Do you see a developmental indicator from the list in your packet 

demonstrated by your example?” and “If you had to describe this literacy development using these 

terms (point to list of subdomains of Literacy Development in the teacher packet), how would you 

describe it?” After each example was identified, teachers were told, “Some people see only one 

example of literacy development, while some people see more.  Do you see any other evidence of 

literacy development in this play?” This questioning process continued until either all evidences 

of literacy development were identified, the teacher was no longer responding productively, or 

there was other evidence of frustration. Lastly, teachers were asked, “If you wanted to extend the 

children’s literacy development, what might you ask them or suggest?” 

 

This interview protocol was then repeated for the second scenario. For the second scenario, 

teachers were reminded that they may see evidence of literacy development in either the 

description of the scenario and/or in the student’s work sample depicted in the scenario. 

 

 

Data Analysis 
 

The data from the scored interview protocols were transferred to an analysis sheet where each play 

example and associated developmental indicator (DI) and literacy subdomain were placed on their 

own line. Play examples associated with multiple DIs were listed with each associated DI to credit 

teachers for identifying that some play events simultaneously indicate attainment of multiple DIs. 

For example, there are three examples of phonological awareness in scenario one, thus the 

researchers determined the percentage of participants who accurately identified all, two, one, or 

none of these play examples. Finally, since participants were only asked to associate a DI and 

subdomain if a play example was identified, the percentage of times a DI or subdomain, 

respectively, was identified out of the total possible opportunities across participants for each 

subdomain was calculated. For example, a participant who identified all three examples of 

phonological awareness in scenario one would have a total opportunity to identify five 

developmental indicators and to match each of those five to the subdomain phonological 

awareness. This number for each participant was then summed across participants to determine 

the total opportunity. The percentage of times an accurate DI or subdomain was identified was 

then calculated across participants. 

 

 

RESULTS 
 

The results of this study, which are summarized in Table 3, are reported sequentially across each 

of the literacy subdomains identified from the state’s ELDS. Within each subdomain, results from 

each scenario will be reported in turn. Within each scenario, the identification of play examples 

will first be reported followed by the percentage of accurately identified DIs and subdomains. It is 

important to remember in interpreting these results that the opportunity to identify a DI and 

subdomain was only available in those instances when an example of play for that subdomain was 

identified. That is, teachers were not penalized for not associating a play example with a DI or 

subdomain if they were not able to identify the play example. After reporting results across each 

subdomain, the potential extensions identified by teachers across subdomains will be discussed. 
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Table 3 

 

Summary of Results by Subdomain 

Subdomain Scenario  Number of 

Examples in 

each 

Scenario 

Number of 

Participants 

Identifying 

Examples 

(n = 8) 

Percent Accuracy 

in Connecting 

Identified Play to 

Developmental 

Indicator (DI) 

Percent Accuracy 

in Connecting 

Identified Play to 

Subdomain 

Interest and 

Motivation to 

Read 

Scenario 1 2 Examples 

0 Examples = 1 

1 Example = 5 

2 Examples = 2 

67% 33% 

Scenario 2 1 Example 
0 Examples = 5   

1 Example = 3   
33% 100% 

Comprehension 

and Use of 

Information in 

Books 

Scenario 1 2 Examples 

0 Examples = 4  

1 Example = 2  

2 Examples = 2  

67% 83% 

Scenario 2 1 Example 
0 Examples = 3   

1 Example = 5  
60% 40% 

Book 

Knowledge 

Scenario 1 2 Examples 

0 Examples = 2   

1 Example = 3 

2 Examples = 3  

92% 75% 

Scenario 2 1 Example 

0 Examples = 1  

1 Example = 6 

2 Examples = 1 

25% 38% 

Phonological 

Awareness 

Scenario 1 3 Examples 

0 Examples = 0  

1 Example = 0  

2 Examples = 5  

3 Examples = 3  

91% 100% 

Scenario 2 0 Examples N/A N/A N/A 

Alphabet 

Knowledge 

Scenario 1 1 Example 
0 Examples = 2 

1 Example = 6  
90% 80% 

Scenario 2 3 Examples 

0 Examples = 0 

1 Example = 1  

2 Examples = 5  

3 Examples = 2  

92% 100% 

Writing 

Scenario 1 1 Example 
0 Examples = 1  

1 Example = 7  
100% 75% 

Scenario 2 6 Examples 

0 Examples = 2  

1 Examples = 2  

2 Examples = 0  

3 Examples = 0  

4 Examples = 3  

5 Examples = 0  

6 Examples = 1  

100% 100% 
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Interest in and Motivation to Read 
 
Scenario One.      There were two examples of children demonstrating the subdomain interest 

and motivation to read in their play in scenario one. One example is when Emily shows another 

child the “D” page of an alphabet book and the other is when children use a telephone book as a 

menu in their dramatic play. Over half of participants (n = 5) identified at least one example, two 

participants identified both play examples, and only one participant identified no examples. Both 

of these play examples were associated with the same developmental indicator (i.e., use and share 

books in their play). Out of the nine opportunities for the developmental indicator or the subdomain 

to be identified, the developmental indicator was accurately identified 67% of the time and the 

subdomain was identified 33% of the time. 

 

Scenario Two.     Only one example of the subdomain interest and motivation to read was 

depicted in children’s play in scenario two. This was captured when a child shared her artwork 

that included words and illustrations with another child. Few participants accurately identified this 

play example (n = 3). Out of the three opportunities for the associated developmental indicator 

(i.e., use and share books in their play) or subdomain to be identified, the correct developmental 

indicator was identified 33% of the time and the subdomain was identified 100% of the time. 

 

 

Comprehension and Use of Information in Books 
 
Scenario One.     There were two literacy examples in scenario one that were indicative of the 

subdomain comprehension and use of information in books. These play examples were the use of 

the literary language “once upon a time” and the use of an alphabet book to confirm a phoneme-

grapheme match. Half of the participants did not identify either play example, two identified both 

play examples, and the remaining two identified one of the play examples. Each of the two play 

examples was related to one distinct developmental indicator (i.e., “imitate the special language in 

storybooks and story dialogue with accuracy and detail” and “use informational texts and other 

media to learn about the world, and infer from illustrations, ask questions and talk about the 

information”). Out of six opportunities for a developmental indicator or subdomain to be 

identified, 67% of the time an accurate developmental indicator was identified and 83% of the 

time the accurate literacy subdomain was identified. 
 

Scenario Two.    There was one literacy example in scenario two that was indicative of 

comprehension and use of information in books, e.g., the inclusion of “the end”. Five out of eight 

participants were able to identify this example of literacy in play. Out of the five opportunities for 

a developmental indicator or subdomain to be identified, 60% of the time an accurate 

developmental indicator was identified and 40% of the time the accurate literacy subdomain was 

identified. 
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Book Knowledge 
 

Scenario One.     There were two examples of children demonstrating the subdomain book 

knowledge in their play in scenario one. Out of the eight participants, three identified one example, 

three identified both examples, and two were unable to identify any examples.  Both of the 

examples associated with the book knowledge subdomain were each linked to two developmental 

indicators. For example, a child that pointed at a particular line in a phone book when ordering 

food during dramatic play demonstrated evidence of two developmental indicators: (a) 

“demonstrate understanding of some basic print conventions (the concept of what a letter is, the 

concept of words, directionality of print)” and (b) “with prompting and support, run their finger 

under or over print as they pretend to read text.” Out of the twelve opportunities for a 

developmental indicator or subdomain to be identified, a developmental indicator was associated 

with the examples 92% of the time and the accurate subdomain was identified 75% of the time. 

 

Scenario Two.     There were also two examples of children demonstrating the subdomain book 

knowledge in their play in scenario two. Six out of eight participants accurately identified one of 

the two play examples, one participant identified both examples, and one participant identified no 

examples. Each play example was associated with a distinct developmental indicator. For example, 

in scenario two when the child points to the letter-like forms and “reads” the writing, this evidence 

was associated with the developmental indicator that states, “recognize print in different forms for 

a variety of functions.” Out of the eight opportunities for a developmental indicator or subdomain 

to be identified, a developmental indicator was only identified a quarter of the time and the literacy 

subdomain was identified 38% of the time. 

 

 

Phonological Awareness 
 

Scenario One.     There were three examples in scenario one that were indicative of phonological 

awareness. All eight participants identified at least two play examples. Five participants identified 

two play examples while the remaining three participants identified all three examples. Because 

one play example was linked to two DIs (that is, comparing the names Deshaun and dad and asking 

for pasghetti and peatballs were both associated with the DI “play with the sounds of language, 

identify a variety of rhymes, and recognize the first sounds in some words”), there were twenty-

three opportunities for a DI or subdomain to be listed. Out of those twenty-three opportunities, the 

accurate DI was identified 91% of the time and the accurate subdomain was identified 100% of 

the time. 

 

Scenario Two. There was no evidence of phonological awareness in scenario two. 

 

 

Alphabet Knowledge 
 

Scenario One.     There was one example in scenario one that represented alphabet knowledge 

(i.e., noticing that Deshaun and dad both begin with the letter -d). Six out of eight participants were 

able to identify this play example. Because this one play example was linked to three DIs (i.e., 

“show they know that letters function to represent sounds in spoken words”, “make some sound-
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to-letter matches, using letter name knowledge”, and “associate sounds with the letters at the 

beginning of some words, such as awareness that two words begin with the same letter and the 

same sound”), out of ten opportunities for a DI or subdomain to be listed, an accurate DI was 

identified 90% of the time and the accurate subdomain was identified 80% of the time. In the 

instances when the incorrect subdomain was named, phonological awareness was universally the 

inaccurate subdomain selected. 

 

Scenario Two.     There were three examples in scenario two that related to alphabet knowledge 

(i.e., writing their name, identifying the letter -m, and stating that the -m says “mom”). All eight 

participants were able to name at least one of these play examples. One participant was only able 

to name one example, two were able to identify all three examples, and five were able to identify 

two play examples. Because two play examples were linked to more than one DI, out of twenty-

six opportunities for a DI or subdomain to be listed, a DI was identified 92% of the time and the 

accurate subdomain was identified 100% of the time. 

 

 

Writing 
 

Scenario One.     There was one example of children demonstrating the subdomain writing in 

their play in scenario one and nearly all participants (n = 7) correctly identified this example. The 

play example (i.e., Jacob drawing a picture of spaghetti to record information) was associated with 

two developmental indicators (i.e., “represent thoughts and ideas in drawings and by writing letters 

or letter-like forms” and “independently engage in writing behaviors for various purposes”). Out 

of the eight opportunities for a developmental indicator or subdomain to be identified, a 

developmental indicator was associated with the examples 100% of the time and the accurate 

literacy subdomain was identified 75% of the time. 

 

Scenario Two.     Six distinct evidences of writing could be identified by participants in scenario 

two (e.g., use of letter-like forms, name is written on artwork, use of multiple writing tools, etc.). 

Out of the eight participants, three identified half of the examples, two identified one example, two 

identified no examples, and only one participant identified all six examples. Out of the sixteen 

opportunities for the identification of a developmental indicator or subdomain, an accurate  

developmental indicator was identified 67% of the time and the accurate subdomain was identified 

75% of the time. 

 

 

Extensions 
 

Given our small sample size, we have opted to share with you the transcribed responses of each 

participant in Tables 4 and 5. From these responses, the breadth of possible extensions is visible 

as well as the variety across teachers. 

 

Scenario One.     Teachers were consistently accurate when identifying subdomains, when a 

response was provided, and were largely cognizant that their extensions targeted multiple 

subdomains simultaneously. Moreover, these extensions never relied on a textbook or program, 

but consistently evolved from the play described in the scenario itself. Four participants relied on 
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oral interactions, largely revolving around questioning the students to extend their literacy 

development, while two participants described changes they could make to centers/interest areas 

to support students’ continued growth. The final two participants described integrating physical 

activities (i.e., looking at a menu and taking dictation of what students are ordering) with oral 

discussion (i.e., identifying initial sounds to advance learning). It is important to note that while 

most of the responses are detailed, one participant does reference, “just ask[ing] them open-ended 

questions” without specifying any specific examples of what she might ask. 

 

Table 4 

 

Participant Extensions in Response to Scenario One 

Participant Transcribed Response Subdomain 

Identification 

P1 Uh, what’s your name? What letters it starts with. What 

sound is that? Is that, uh—are there any other words that start 

with that sound that you can think of? 

Alphabet 

Knowledge 

P2 I guess I’d probably get me a notepad in that center ꞌcause 
kids will write in their notepads, and probably do a mini 
search around the classroom, what can we find that has a D 
like in Deshone’s name. 

Interest; 

Alphabet; 

Phonological 

Awareness; 

Writing 

P3 I would just ask them open-ended questions and just 

depending on what their answers are, or what my next 

questions might be. Whatever they’re bringing me. ‘Cause 

sometimes they’ll surprise you and know things. 

Writing; 

Phonological 

Awareness 

P4 Well, maybe you can extend and make a restaurant. We could 

make signs. We'd use that. We'll find pictures of spaghetti 

and write it down. Have things labeled so that they could see 

the words and stress the correct words, the correct sound of 

the words. Do it in a fun way. Maybe create a menu based on 

that that has pictures and words. I have somethin' similar like 

that in my dramatic play area over there. 

Writing; 

Phonological 

Awareness 

P5 I think I would go with the rhyming words, and then 

encourage them to—I think it’s always funny to do rhyming 

words with kids and let them know that it’s okay to do 

nonsensical words because they are astounded by that 

because they want to follow our rules. They think that’s not 

quite okay. I think I would do some—because I think kids 

just love rhyming. 

 

Phonological 

Awareness 

P6 I mean, just to mix it up with the D, I might give an example Phonological 
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of my name or any of their other friends in the classroom. 

Maybe the friends in that center they’re with, give an 

example there. If there are menus in the center, then we could 

look at a menu and we could look at words about certain 

types of food, how those words are started with what letter, 

what sounds they make, beginning sounds. Jacob was talkin’ 

about drawin’ a picture of spaghetti. I could try to get them to 

elaborate a little bit more just asking questions. Again, I 

could use the notepad to write down what they say about—I 

mean, if they had a story or just any way they elaborated, I 

could document it. 

Awareness; 

Alphabet 

Knowledge; 

Comprehension 

and Use of 

Information in 

Books; Book 

Knowledge 

P7 I guess where they said, Nina said, "Deshawn, d-, d-, 

Deshawn sounds like d-, d-, dad." You can ask what other 

words have a d-, d- sound. Or with Emily, when she holds up 

the D page of a book, "Yeah, Deshawn and dad start with D," 

you could ask her what other words start with D." 

No response 

P8 I like to do this a lot, but I’ll play with the sounds to be silly, 

but it helps them understand the connection. Like what about 

j-j-jump rope. They’ll be like, “yeah, that sounds the same.” 

Then I’ll be like, “Okay, what about j-j-joffee,” like a coffee. 

They’ll be like, “No, that’s not right. Just to help them 

understand that sound, to help them start thinking about 

things that are family, that matches that sound. Does that 

make sense? I can go talk about the spaghetti and meatball 

and a notepad. Another extension of that I might do is once 

he draws the picture, then I write the word. Write the words 

of what he’s ordering. That way he can associate the picture 

with the words, the text and that will help him develop the 

meaning of print. 

Phonological 

Awareness; 

Alphabet 

Knowledge; 

Writing 

 

Scenario Two. As seen in Table 5, the extensions provided by teachers for scenario two were by 

and large appropriate, relevant, and would support play-based literacy learning. A variety of 

extension activities targeted multiple subdomains, and all eight teachers correctly associated their 

extension with the writing subdomain. The majority of these extensions supported children in 

expanding their writing, often by using evidence-based strategies such as dictation, illustrating, 

and providing more detail. One teacher envisioned asking the child to sound out words relevant to 

the child’s work. 
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Table 5 

 

Participant Extensions in Response to Scenario Two 

Participant Transcribed Response Subdomain 

Identification 

P1 "...and maybe we would write out her thoughts, and then she 

could put her, um, letters or letter-like forms above each word 

since she said, “This is—this says me and my mom went to 

the park and played on the swing.” So, I’m kind of scribing 

for her in her picture." 

Writing 

P2 "I’d probably see if she wanted to make this into a little book, 

make it into, yeah, a little book, add my parts to it. Well since 

this is the end of this story, what did you guys do before you 

went to the park and played at the swings, and probably 

develop her book that way, and have her write her sentences, 

and then again write them over in a note card. Yeah." 

Interest In and 

Motivation to 

Read; Book 

Knowledge; 

Writing 

P3 "Since she has done something like this I may ask her 

something else that she and mommy went to do, maybe ask 

her to sound out parts, that she knows that M starts with 

mommy. That she loves to draw pictures of her and her 

mommy, so I may ask for other things that they like to do. 

Maybe create another illustration of them going to the 

grocery, whatever she said, whatever her answer was." 

Writing; 

Alphabet 

Knowledge; 

Interest In and 

Motivation to 

Read 

P4 "That we maybe take that further and maybe write a story 

about what they did at the park. Maybe talk about what she 

likes to do other places. What's your favorite place—sorta just 

kinda give her scenarios and maybe have her dictate some 

things and draw about it while I write of course. Maybe even 

motivate her to share it with other classmates. We can write a 

book. We can write a story and illustrate it." 

Phonological 

Awareness; 

Alphabet 

Knowledge; 

Writing 

P5 "I would ask if there’s anything else that Paisley would like to 

describe about what she and mom did. Does she want to write 

about that? Does she want to dictate that to me? Does she 

want me to write the word mommy and see if she would like 

to write it if she wants to form those letters? Then ask Emily, 

what are you interested in doing here? Do you want to—and 

even do you want to learn—do you know mom’s name? If 

Writing; 

Alphabet 

Knowledge; 

Phonological 

Awareness; Book 

Knowledge; 

Interest In and 

Motivation to 
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you know momma’s name is Debbie, have you ever written 

Debbie? Do you want to write Debbie? Do you want to make 

put this in a card for your momma and tell her how much you 

enjoy going to the park?" 

Read 

P6 I mean, we talked about elboratin’ on her story but I mean, 

just encouragin’ more details, I guess, in her story, furthering 

that. If she’s able to write her name, she could potentially 

write her family’s names or anything else about the story. 

Interest In and 

Motivation to 

Read; Writing 

P7 I guess, since she is older, try to get her to maybe move her 

name somewhere different where she could space out the 

writing of her name maybe. 

Writing 

P8 "I might encourage us to write other parts of the—you know, 

did the park have a name? Maybe we should make—maybe 

we should add that to your drawing so we know where you 

were, a lot of different things, but I’m gonna stick with that 

one." 

Alphabet 

Knowledge; 

Phonological 

Awareness; 

Writing 

 

 

DISCUSSION 
 

A major conclusion of this study is that teachers are able to identify evidence of literacy 

development using vignettes and envision pedagogical extensions to advance their learning. This 

methodological tool may be valuable in future studies that assess teachers’ pedagogical content 

knowledge. The current imbalance between early literacy studies that assess linguistic content 

knowledge (Moats, 1994; Piasta et al., 2009) and pedagogical content knowledge may be 

diminished by using similar methodology. 

 

The subdomains in which teachers were relatively more or less successful in identifying literacy 

milestones in play and subsequently connecting those to developmental indicators in the state’s 

ELDS were of primary interest to us. We will first discuss this rate of success subdomain by 

subdomain, then describe how generally successful teachers were in connecting those milestones 

to developmental indicators, and, finally, describe the extensions teachers envisioned to further 

student learning. We will then describe the implications of those findings for teacher education 

and end with the limitations and future directions for research. 

 

 

Relative Accuracy Across Subdomains 
 

The subdomains with which the teachers had the greatest rate of success were phonological 

awareness and alphabet knowledge, evidenced by all participants identifying at least one play 

example evidencing development in these subdomains. These findings were somewhat surprising 
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given the widely noted lack of phonological and orthographic knowledge among teachers of early 

literacy (Cunningham et al., 2015; Moats, 1994; Piasta et al., 2009; Piasta et al., 2020). It is 

possible that teachers may be more easily able to note evidence of phonological awareness 

development in play than they can manipulate phonemes themselves. This area is one for future 

research in which teachers’ ability to identify phonological awareness development in play is 

measured at the same time as, and can be compared directly to, teachers’ own phonological 

awareness. 

 

The subdomains in which participants were least able to identify evidence of development in play 

were interest in and motivation to read and comprehension and use of information in books, 

evidenced by the majority of participants not identifying any milestones from these subdomains in 

at least one of the scenarios. We believe that these findings indicate a need for greater emphasis in 

teacher education on the ways in which young children engage with text, with literary language, 

and with various genres of text young children may explore. This reflects similar calls made by 

Ripp (2016) and the National Council of Teachers of English (2018), among others, for enhanced 

teacher education focused on children’s literature. Moreover, the difficulty in accurately 

identifying which subdomain of literacy various milestones evidenced, even with a list of 

subdomains provided, attests to the need for more explicit teacher education on the components of 

literacy, particularly using terms commonly found in research reports (NELP, 2008; NRP, 2000) 

and ELDS documents. 

 

 

Connecting to Developmental Indicators and Subdomains 
 

We did not expect teachers to have memorized the developmental indicators and subdomains and, 

therefore, gave them a condensed copy. Nonetheless, we were surprised with how unfamiliar most 

teachers were with the developmental indicators and subdomains. On average, a matching 

developmental indicator and a matching subdomain were each identified less than three-quarters 

of the time, though there was significant variability on both features with a range of 33% - 100% 

across subdomains. When teachers were asked qualitatively about their familiarity with the ELDS 

document from which the developmental indicators and subdomains were taken, most indicated 

that they had heard of it, received some level of training on it, and had access to it somewhere 

within their classroom. Teachers also unanimously self-reported that the ELDS document was not 

something they had been provided much time or insight into how to use in relation to the children 

in their classrooms. They also all indicated that they would benefit from more professional 

development on what it means for them, their students and their teaching. 

 

 

Planning Extensions Based on Play 
 

Identifying evidence of early literacy development in children’s play and connecting those to 

specific milestones, such as those described in ELDS, is an essential skill for teachers. More 

importantly, is what teachers do with this knowledge to further support children’s continued 

growth and learning. In other words, we were interested in teachers’ pedagogical content 

knowledge of how to teach.  By and large, we found that teachers were able to plan reasonable 

literacy-rich extensions that were not not only appropriate, relevant, and based on evidence-based 
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teaching strategies, but extensions also directly expanded upon the play described in each of the 

scenarios. Furthermore, teachers were fairly accurate when identifying subdomains that their 

extension supported, and oftentimes recognized that their extension would support development 

across multiple early literacy subdomains. This finding is particularly interesting given teachers’ 

difficulty in relating evidence of literacy play to developmental indicators and subdomains in each 

of the play scenarios. It is important to note that a few teachers made more general comments, 

such as non-specific praise and asking open-ended questions without identifying evidence-based 

practices. 

 

 

Implications 
 

Findings from this study have important implications for Early Childhood Teacher Education 

programs in Institutions of Higher Education (IHEs) as well as professional development (PD) for 

in-service teachers. IHEs and PD should not only aim to increase teachers’ early literacy content 

knowledge, but also their pedagogical content knowledge. The authors suggest IHEs and PD for 

in-service teachers incorporate opportunities for teachers not only to learn about their states’ ELDS 

but also to use it for a variety of authentic purposes (e.g., observation, documentation, 

identification of milestones in children’s play, curriculum development, etc.). Such practice would 

deepen teachers’ understanding of the ELDS as having specific meaning for their own teaching 

with their particular students. Furthermore, courses and PD that are geared toward early literacy 

development should break down the subdomains of language and literacy explicitly to enhance 

content knowledge. This content knowledge will build a solid foundation for early literacy 

instruction. 

 

An increased focus on early childhood education has led to the impetus of ELDS development 

around the world. Although ELDS vary greatly in their organization and content, countries use 

them for many of the same purposes as here in the United States, including professional 

development for in-service and pre-service teachers and curriculum development (Kagan et al., 

2013). International audiences, and domestic alike, would benefit from a careful examination of 

their ELDS documents to ensure that all domains and content areas are represented and include 

not only important goals for development, but also a progression of milestones or developmental 

indicators that teachers can use to guide their instructional practices. Additionally, programs that 

utilize other standards documents, such as the Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework 

(HSELOF), would benefit from aligning their ELDS to their states’ standards document. The 

alignment process can help those working in early care and education across systems to develop 

common expectations for children’s development and identify areas where additional alignment is 

needed. 

 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 
 

This study has several limitations, not the least of which is our sample size. With only eight 

participants who were quite homogenous in terms of race, gender, education, and teaching 

placement, the generalizability of these findings must be limited to the population from which this 

sample was drawn. Nevertheless, we believe this study is an important first step to understanding 
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how well preschool teachers identify literacy milestones at play and can relate those to 

developmental standards. 

 

This study used an interview format using vignettes of children at play, which allowed researchers 

to develop a better understanding of teachers’ awareness of early literacy milestones in children’s 

play and learn about ways teachers would extend learning. While this methodological approach is 

innovative, future studies could consider using videos of children at play to better understand 

teachers’ content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge. Additionally, the current study 

could be replicated with a larger and more heterogeneous sample to improve the generalizability 

of findings. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

As one of the first studies to use vignettes of children at play to examine pedagogical content 

knowledge, we believe this study sets an important methodological precedent for future studies 

examining teacher pedagogical knowledge. Teachers’ ability to identify evidence of literacy 

development in these scenarios and relate those to developmental indicators found in one state’s 

ELDS provides important insight into how teachers can use anecdotal evidence to note progress 

and plan future instruction. These findings call for more research to investigate the connection 

between ELDS and classroom assessment and instruction. We believe investigation into teacher 

sensitivity to educational milestones evidenced in play may create new and fruitful professional 

development that spurs educational attainment. 
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