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Methods & Procedures: Nine Australian early career ECTs were recruited
via purposive sampling for an in-depth, semi-structured interview. Data were
analysed using an inductive thematic analysis approach.

Outcomes & Results: Participants attached strong significance to their role
in facilitating children’s oral language growth and emergent literacy skills and
reported a range of practices to support children’s learning. However, they
rarely referred to using established language facilitation strategies or using
dialogic book reading prompts. Further, emergent literacy concepts such as
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features of participants’ classroom activities. Participants did not consistently
make a clear conceptual distinction between the constructs of oral language
and emergent literacy and often used these terms interchangeably. Notably, par-
ticipants indicated that they did not feel confident in their ability to identify
preschool children who were not meeting developmental language milestones
and reported that they felt poorly equipped to do so by their preservice
training.
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Conclusions & Implications: ECTs’ strong willingness to support preschool
children’s oral language and emergent literacy skills may be hindered by gaps
in their knowledge; these may contribute to important and missed opportunities
for identifying and supporting preschoolers’ oral language and emergent literacy

growth.
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INTRODUCTION

In Australia, 22.9% of children begin school with com-
munication skills that are not developmentally on track
(Australian Early Development Census [AEDC], 2021).
With a significant number (90%) of children attending a
preschool program in the year before school entry, early
childhood settings are ideal environments for the pro-
motion of high-quality experiences to support children
with communication needs (Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare, 2017). Oral language (i.e., vocabulary, dis-
course, morphological and syntactic competencies) and
emergent literacy skills (the knowledge and skills that
precede formal reading and writing mastery) are two
foundational areas for successful literacy learning (Snow,

early childhood education, early childhood teacher, emergent literacy, oral language, preschool

What this paper adds

What is already known on this subject?

* High-quality learning experiences in preschool are important for maximising
preschoolers’ oral language and emergent literacy growth. Early childhood
teachers can play an important role in facilitating this development and
preparing children for later literacy learning.

What this paper adds to existing knowledge?

* Thestudy findings provide insight into ECTS’ perceptions of their role and sup-
port in developing children’s oral language and emergent literacy skills. The
resultsindicated ECTs did not feel confident with their knowledge of children’s
language milestones or identifying children with language difficulties. Partic-
ipants reported that their preservice training left them underprepared in the
area of oral language.

What are the potential or actual clinical implications of this work?

* ECTsdemonstrated a strong willingness to support preschoolers’ oral language
and emergent literacy skills. However, their self-reported knowledge gaps and
low confidence may have implications for the early detection of children who
are not reaching language developmental milestones in a timely way.

2021; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). Code-focused emer-
gent literacy skills include phonological awareness and
print knowledge and are important precursors for word
recognition (decoding) and assisting children with “crack-
ing the code” during the early years of school (Storch &
Whitehurst, 2002). Phonological awareness describes chil-
dren’s implicit and explicit understanding of the sound
structure of spoken language (Justice et al., 2009), whilst
print knowledge encompasses alphabet knowledge (nam-
ing graphemes), and print concept knowledge, such as
awareness of print features and function (Justice et al.,
2009).

Children’s oral language competencies and emergent
literacy skills prior to school entry are closely associ-
ated with literacy success in the early years of school
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(National Early Literacy Panel [NELP], 2008; Storch &
Whitehurst, 2002). Oral language and emergent liter-
acy skills, while theoretically distinct, possess a strong
interdependent relationship and serve as important pre-
cursors to skilled reading (Cabell et al., 2011; Storch &
Whitehurst, 2002). Due to this concurrent relationship,
preschoolers at risk of language difficulties may also be
disadvantaged for learning code-related emergent literacy
skills (Cabell et al., 2011). High-quality learning experi-
ences in preschool settings are critical for school-aged
children with continuing oral language problems who may
go on to receive a diagnosis of developmental language
disorder (DLD) that is, persisting oral language problems
that are not associated with a known biomedical cause
or a language disorder in the context of another neu-
rodevelopmental diagnosis (Bishop et al., 2017). DLD has
impacts on social and emotional well-being, learning to
read and spell, and risk for behavioural and academic chal-
lenges (Bishop et al., 2017; Norbury et al., 2016). Children
with persisting language difficulties identified in preschool
are more likely to have ongoing and poorer literacy out-
comes when they commence formal literacy instruction
(Snowling et al., 2016). Whilst beneficial for all children,
high-quality instructional practices in preschool are par-
ticularly pivotal for children with language difficulties to
improve their developmental trajectory.

Early childhood education in Australia

Early childhood education and care options in Australia
for preschool children predominantly include childcare
and preschool education. Children may access childcare
from birth until school age, which is typically when chil-
dren are aged 5 and turning 6 in their first year of schooling
(Victoria State Government, 2018). Structured, play-based
preschool programs are available for children in the two
years prior to formal school entry. Parents may opt for
their child to attend a sessional, stand-alone preschool
program or a long daycare (i.e., childcare) service that
offers an embedded preschool program. Attendance in
preschool is not compulsory; however, an increasing
number of children are attending preschool education
due to universal access and its recognised benefits.
Universal access covers or reduces the cost of preschool
to ensure every child has the opportunity to attend
15 government-funded hours of preschool per week,
in the year before they commence school (Australian
Government Department of Education Employment
and Workplace Relations for the Council of Australian
Governments, 2009). Preschool may be offered through
government or non-government service providers (e.g.,
community not-for-profit, independent schools, private),

with administration of each type differing amongst states
and territories (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021).

Preschool programs in Australia are regulated to ensure
the quality of services. One requirement is that all
preschool programs are led by a qualified early child-
hood teacher (ECT). ECTs are the most highly qualified
personnel working in the early childhood sector, having
completed an accredited undergraduate or postgraduate
university degree, specialising in early childhood educa-
tion (Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality
Authority [ACECQA], 2020a). Preschool programs are
assessed across seven quality areas under the National
Quality Standard. Quality Area 1 — “Educational program
and practice” ensures preschool programs are stimulating
to extend children’s learning and maximise development
and are based on an approved national learning framework
(ACECQA, 2020b). The national curriculum document
Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years Learn-
ing Framework for Australia (EYLF), is used to guide the
decision-making around curriculum and practices to sup-
port children’s learning across five key learning outcomes.
Children’s language skills are addressed throughout the
fifth outcome - “Children are effective communicators”.
Literacy is also embedded throughout Outcome 5 and
recognised as an important area of communication. Liter-
acy is broadly defined in the document as encompassing“a
range of modes of communication, including music, move-
ment, dance, storytelling, visual arts, media and drama,
as well as talking, viewing, reading, drawing and writ-
ing” (Australian Government Department of Education
Employment and Workplace Relations for the Council
of Australian Governments, 2009, p. 41). Examples are
included within the curriculum document to support chil-
dren’s language and literacy outcomes and encompass
a range of activities including reading to children, play,
music, art, songs, stories, drama, dance, discussions, tech-
nology and craft. Instructional practices include modelling
language, developing vocabulary, book-related discus-
sions, encouraging interactions, and engaging children in
conversations. Examples that relate to code-focused emer-
gent literacy skills include rhyme, letters, letter-sound cor-
respondences, and print concepts (Australian Government
Department of Education Employment and Workplace
Relations for the Council of Australian Governments,
2009).

Developing oral language competence and
emergent literacy in preschool

ECTs can incorporate a range of linguistic experiences
and emergent literacy concepts to facilitate learning for
preschoolers in early childhood settings. To support oral
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language, ECTs can engage children in drama and role-
plays (e.g., pretending to be a shopkeeper) to draw on
different situations or people, learn different concepts as
well as model and prompt new vocabulary (Fellowes &
Oakley, 2020). Responsive and high-quality adult-child
interactions are also a well-documented vehicle for sup-
porting oral language growth in preschoolers (Cabell
et al., 2015; Justice et al., 2008). This adult linguistic
input can be provided through open-ended questions, pur-
poseful use of advanced vocabulary as well as repeating,
expanding, extending and recasting a child’s utterances
(Justice et al., 2008). To support emergent literacy devel-
opment, music and songs can also be used to promote
sound discrimination and word play with rhyme and allit-
eration (Fellowes & Oakley, 2020). ECTs can also support
the phonological awareness and letter-sound knowledge
of preschoolers with communication difficulties and their
typically developing peers (Carson et al., 2018). Shared
adult-child book reading is widely recognised as an activ-
ity context that can promote both oral language (Milburn
et al, 2014) and emergent literacy skills (Justice et al., 2009)
in preschool settings. Dialogic book reading (Whitehurst
etal., 1988) is one interactive shared book reading approach
that encourages engagement between adults and children
with book-related talk. The adult prompts children to
speak with one of five specific prompts (WH prompt; com-
pletion prompt; open-ended prompt; distancing prompt;
recall prompt) to promote active participation from the
child.

Early childhood teachers’ knowledge and
training

ECTs’ disciplinary content knowledge comprises their
understanding of the structure of oral and written lan-
guage and how they are interconnected (Piasta et al.,
2020a). Those who lack the requisite knowledge to sup-
port children’s oral language growth and emergent literacy
development may be less likely to provide evidence-based
and robust instruction in the classroom. ECTs’ content
knowledge has been found to be one predictive factor
of language and emergent literacy instruction and asso-
ciated with children’s language and literacy outcomes
(Piasta et al., 2020a,b; Schachter et al., 2016). ECTs’ knowl-
edge of language and its development has been associated
with positive gains in children’s expressive vocabulary and
ECTs’ knowledge of literacy and its development has been
reported to predict gains in children’s print knowledge,
print concepts, letter naming and phonological awareness
(Cash et al., 2015; Piasta et al., 2020a). Previous research
has established that ECTs’ own knowledge of language
(Schachter et al., 2016) and knowledge of emergent liter-
acy is variable (Carson & Bayetto, 2018; Meeks & Kemp,
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2017) and ECTs overestimate their knowledge in the area
of phonological awareness (Carson & Bayetto, 2018). Gaps
in language and literacy knowledge raise important ques-
tions about the robustness of the preparation ECTs receive
during their preservice training.

In Australia, ECTs can receive their bachelor or master
degree qualification from a university or institution that
offers an accredited course in early childhood education.
All ECT courses must receive accreditation through the
Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Author-
ity (ACECQA, 2020b), the national authority regulating
requirements for ECT courses, preschool programs and
qualifications. Curriculum content for all ECT courses is
stipulated across six areas. “Language development” is ref-
erenced under the content area “child development and
care” and “language and literacy” is mentioned under
“education and curriculum studies” (ACECQA, 2020b).
The amount of training ECTs receive in language and
literacy during their initial preparation is not specified;
however, a recent review of preservice training courses in
Australia indicated the number of subjects (units) dedi-
cated to language and/or emergent literacy differed across
ECT courses (Weadman et al., 2021). Further, there was
variability across the reported content in preservice ECT
courses with differences in the language and emergent lit-
eracy topics documented. The review demonstrated there
was a stronger curriculum focus on literacy than on lan-
guage; however, there did not appear to be a strong focus
on code-focused emergent literacy concepts and language
structure with ECT courses (Weadman et al., 2021). Inter-
national studies have also revealed limited content about
children’s language development in preservice training
courses that provide ECTs with their initial preparation
that qualifies them to work as an ECT (Letts & Hall,
2003; Mroz, 2006a,b). Consistent with this, research has
demonstrated that ECTs desire more training about lan-
guage development (Letts & Hall, 2003; Mroz, 2006b),
atypical language development and specifically, how best
to support and identify children with language and other
communication difficulties (Brebner et al., 2016, 2017;
Mroz, 2006a; Scarinci et al., 2015). These perceived knowl-
edge gaps have been reported to affect ECTs’ confidence
in their knowledge about children’s language development
(Letts & Hall, 2003; Mroz, 2006a,b).

ECTs’ knowledge and confidence about children’s lan-
guage development are fundamental for early identifi-
cation of children not meeting language milestones and
at risk for language difficulties. ECTs and other teach-
ers play an important role in identifying children with
language difficulties in the context of a referral basis for
initial identification of language disorders (Christopulos
& Kean, 2020). Despite having a primary role in referral,
teachers have been identified as having difficulty in identi-
fying children with language disorders. Parents are twice
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as likely to accurately identify possible issues with lan-
guage development compared to teachers (Christopulos
& Kean, 2020). These results are concerning, given par-
ents in Australia have identified ECTs to be their primary
source of information about communication difficulties,
ahead of speech-language pathologists (SLPs) and general
practitioners (McAllister et al., 2011). ECTs and early years
teachers have demonstrated low accuracy in identifying
children at risk of language difficulties or children whose
language skills required additional investigation (Antoni-
azzi et al., 2010; McLeod & Harrison, 2009). Early identifi-
cation of children with language difficulties is significant
as it has the potential to affect access to intervention ser-
vices, literacy trajectories and psychosocial development
and participation more broadly (Antoniazzi et al., 2010).

The current study

Optimal oral language and emergent literacy support in
preschool settings relies on the presence of knowledgeable
and skilled ECTs. ECTs have a role in early identification
of children with possible language difficulties, as many of
these children will go on to experience literacy difficulties
(Snowling et al., 2016), and therefore, knowledge and
confidence in recognising key language developmental
milestones is of particular importance. Evidence that
explicitly examines Australian ECTs’ perceptions of their
oral language and emergent literacy knowledge as well as
their preservice training is limited. If ECTs do not receive a
strong preparation during their initial preservice training,
this has consequences for their own content knowledge
and affects children’s oral language and emergent literacy
outcomes. There is also a paucity of research examining
early career ECTS’ perceptions about their role in support-
ing oral language and emergent literacy and capacity to
do so.

We begin to address these identified gaps in the present
study. Our primary aim was to explore early career ECTS’
views, perceived confidence and self-described practices
regarding their role in building preschoolers’ oral lan-
guage and emergent literacy skills. A secondary aim was
to examine their views about their preservice training and
knowledge regarding oral language and emergent literacy.

METHODS
Theoretical framework

This qualitative research was conducted within the socio-
cultural theory of child development (Vygotsky, 1978)
that positions children’s learning as being influenced by
adults providing mediated assistance at a level exceed-
ing independent ability (Vygotsky, 1978). This learning is

underpinned by Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of zone of prox-
imal development, the difference between what a child
can achieve with adult support and what they can achieve
independently. This can occur through what Vygotsky
referred to as scaffolding: an adult (such as an ECT) pro-
viding guidance to support a child to achieve something
beyond their capability if attempted without assistance
(Fellowes & Oakley, 2020).

Ethics approval for the study was granted by the
La Trobe University Human Ethics Committee and the
Department of Education and Training in Victoria.

Participants

Nine early career ECTs from Victoria, Australia par-
ticipated in this study including six from metropolitan
Melbourne and three from regional Victoria (Table 1). Par-
ticipants, who were all female, were recruited by writing to
site managers of early childhood centres or through a flyer
circulated on closed Facebook groups for ECTs. One partic-
ipant was recruited using snowballing by hearing about the
study from a colleague in her workplace. To be eligible, par-
ticipants had to work in publicly funded preschool settings
teaching children in the year prior to school entry. Further,
they were required to have qualified as an ECT in the past
five years, in order to minimise variability within the sam-
ple on years of experience. These eligibility criteria were
chosen to gain perspectives from recently qualified ECTs
working in the same government-auspiced system. None
of the study participants or preschool centres were known
to any of the authors prior to participating. Seven ECTs
worked as teachers in a preschool service that was inte-
grated into a long daycare setting, and two ECTs worked
in a sessional, stand-alone preschool service. All except
one participant had previously worked in preschools with
adiploma or certificate qualification. The mean age of par-
ticipants was 39.5 years (SD: 8.0, range: 26-55) and they
had been working for a mean of 14.7 years (SD: 6.2, range:
6-23). Eight of the nine participants had 1 or 2 years’ expe-
rience as a qualified ECT. The study participants received
their undergraduate ECT degree from five of a possible 12
Victorian universities. Three participants received a bache-
lor double degree in early childhood teaching and primary
school teaching; five received a bachelor degree in early
childhood teaching and one received a bachelor degree in
early childhood teaching with honours (completion of a
research project and dissertation).

Data collection

Each participant was interviewed individually by the first
author, a qualified and experienced paediatric SLP. An
interview schedule was developed through reference to the
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TABLE 1 Participant characteristics
Years since ECT Previous qualifications in Previous number of years working
Age qualification early childhood in early childhood settings

P1 32 1 Yes 12
P2 36 2 Yes 18
P3 43 2 Yes 20
P4 40 1 Yes 10
P5 42 1 Yes 23
P6 40 5 No 6

P7 42 1 Yes 20
P8 26 2 Yes 7

P9 55 1 Yes 17

ECT, early childhood teacher.

academic literature and consultation with an experienced
SLP and ECT, to guide the interviews (Supplementary
material). Prior to formal data collection, the interview
schedule was piloted in an interview with one ECT to allow
for refinements to be made. In the final version, questions
probed participants’ views and practices for supporting
children’s oral language and emergent literacy skills and
their perceptions about their preservice training in these
areas. Of the nine interviews, eight occurred at partici-
pants’ workplaces and one was conducted at a participant’s
home. Interviews were audio-recorded for later verbatim
transcription and analysis. The interview length ranged
from 41 min to 1 h and 9 min (M: 49.44 min, SD: 8.56).
Each written transcription was then uploaded to NVivo 12
for Mac (QSR International, 2020).

Data analysis

Data collection and analysis were carried out concurrently
by the first author until no new themes were generated
from the data. An inductive thematic analysis was con-
ducted guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase
approach. Analysis was led by the first author and an audit
trail was used so that verification processes could occur
with the second and third authors who were also expe-
rienced SLPs. To commence, each audio recording was
listened to, transcribed verbatim and re-read with pre-
liminary observations for each interview noted. Repeated
readings of the entire data set were completed to find pat-
terns within the data and generate initial codes. Initial
codes were grouped according to the question prompts in
the interview schedule with corroboration of the second
author. Once all initial codes were generated, the three
authors met to begin sorting codes into potential themes.
Themes were reviewed subsequent to further readings of
the interview transcripts. During this process, some ini-
tial codes were collapsed or expanded. The reviewing of

codes and themes was ongoing and iterative as more data
were collected. Theme development was achieved across
multiple meetings with all three authors. Four overarch-
ing themes were generated over multiple meetings with all
three authors.

A number of methods were employed to ensure rigour
and trustworthiness. The audit trail was used through-
out the research process and in meetings with the other
authors to ensure the themes were generated from partic-
ipants’ responses and not the first author’s own precon-
ceptions an a SLP. Intercoder reliability was completed to
establish recommended rigour in semi-structured inter-
view research. An independent coder (a SLP) was engaged
to assist with the intercoder reliability. A codebook (avail-
able as Supplementary material) developed by the first
author, with the support of the research team, was used in
the process of establishing intercoder reliability (DeCuir-
Gunby et al., 2011). The procedure for establishing inter-
coder reliability and agreement was based on Campbell
et al.’s (2013) method. The first author met with the inde-
pendent coder to discuss how the codebook was generated
and to clarify the codes and definitions. The independent
coder then coded a randomly selected interview transcript.
To assist with the intercoder reliability the interview data
were unitised into coding (text) segments by the first
author (Campbell et al., 2013). These codes were com-
pared to the first author’s coding of the same transcript
and discrepancies discussed during a separate meeting.
Some minor changes were made to the codebook and then
applied to the entire data set. The same process was fol-
lowed a second time, with the independent coder and
two randomly selected transcripts from two different inter-
views (Campbell et al., 2013). Finally, a third, randomly
selected transcript was independently coded to obtain a
percent agreement of 84%. The first author met with the
independent coder to reconcile all discrepancies through
discussion and to provide further consistency to the cod-
ing (Campbell et al., 2013). In addition, all participants
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TABLE 2 Themes and codes

Theme

Language and emergent literacy practices are a key focus

Unclear conceptual frameworks for language and literacy

Awareness of knowledge gaps

Shortfalls in preservice preparation

Codes

Role with oral language

Role with emergent literacy

Support for language®

Support for emergent literacy®
School-readiness in literacy
Communication for school readiness
Social-emotional readiness

Language use and terminology
Understanding of literacy

Literacy as language

Language as literacy

Language knowledge gaps
Confidence with raising concerns
Referral pathways

Identifying late language emergence
Scope of knowledge

Preservice training in language
Preservice training in literacy
Gaining knowledge

Specific practices for language and emergent literacy supports are outlined in Table 3.

were offered to have their written transcript sent back to
them to review, request changes or correct errors. Three
participants accepted this opportunity, with no changes
requested.

RESULTS

Four core themes were generated as a result of the analysis
exploring ECTs’ views, knowledge and practices for sup-
porting preschool children’s oral language and emergent
literacy skills. These are displayed in Table 2 along with
the codes. An overview of each theme, with quotes from
ECTs, is provided next.

Theme one - language and emergent
literacy practices are a key focus: “It’s in
nearly everything we do”

Participants were united in emphasising that they strongly
feel they have a role in supporting growth in oral language
and emergent literacy skills and identified both areas as
central to their daily preschool program. Participants high-
lighted that the majority of their preschool activities and
experiences had an oral language and emergent literacy
focus:

P1: “Pretty much most of our experiences are
... most things have literacy attached to them
somehow”

P4: “I think that nearly all of them [activities]
are set up for oral language”

P5: “In nearly everything we do there’ll be
a component of literacy ... it’s very hard to
define one thing from another because it is so
holistic, you know, everything is involved in
almost everything ... well it is in every area of

play”

Although language and literacy-related activities were
considered integral to their preschool program, children’s
social-emotional readiness was considered to be a stronger
indicator of school readiness. Writing-related skills, such
as name writing, alphabet knowledge, and early reading
skills, were seen as more the domain of primary-school
teachers. ECTs described providing exposure to these early
writing activities, but not placing a large emphasis on
them in a preschool program if children were not showing
interest:

P4: “I think that being able to write their
name and being able to recognise letters of the
alphabet, that’s where the teachers will come
into it”

P7: “I think they need to be emotionally ready
and socially ready rather than having children
that have great academic skills”
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TABLE 3
practices

ECT-reported oral language and emergent literacy

ECT-reported practices

Reading to children

Specific focus on dialogic book reading
Encouraging verbal exchanges amongst children
Alphabet exposure

Information and communication technology
Computer tablet

Television

Writing activities

UI\INUI\I\I\]'—'\OZ

Building confidence and providing opportunities
for children to speak

Name exposure

Speaking clearly and correctly
Music, drama, and role-play
Play-based experiences and areas

Literacy area (e.g., book corner)

[SUI UL N N N N N

Adult-child interactions (including expanding
language, asking questions, modelling language)

Print concepts 3

Encouraging verbal exchanges between an ECT 3
and child

Rhyme awareness 2

Phoneme-grapheme correspondences 2

Arts and craft 1

Note: Practices are listed in order of frequency.
ECT, early childhood teacher.

P8: “I don’t place a huge importance on it...
It if happens it happens it’s great. But I don’t
want parents to freak out because their kids
can’t write their name”

Participants’ self-reported practices, and the frequency
with which they were reported by different participants,
are presented in Table 3. The study participants frequently
described adopting a range of strategies to foster more
talk between children. As noted by seven of the nine par-
ticipants, these entailed encouraging verbal interchanges
between children and boosting their own interactions with
a child. The selection of quotes that follow highlights
ECTs’ general focus on seeking to encourage more talk by
children.

P4: “Try to encourage them to have more
interactions and express themselves ... being
involved in what the children are doing and
what they’re playing and encouraging more
dialogue”

Disorders

P6: “Trying to promote their language, just
to engage them in conversations ... promote
positive interactive experiences”

P9: “I think that it is my role to encourage
conversations and to, depending on the child,
to not make it a confronting experience ...
getting the children to talk or encouraging
children to talk”

Participants described setting up experiences or activ-
ities such as pretend play areas, group time discussions,
songs, plays and drama, specifically to encourage verbal
interactions between children. For example, P7 described
setting up “spaces where children work together and where
they can interact” and P4: “all of those are opportunities for
two or more children to be working on something or working
together, playing together and working on their oral skills”.

Participants also discussed their own communication
style in supporting children’s communication. One par-
ticipant described helping children by modelling the
appropriate language: “if they’ve said something incorrectly,
maybe modelling it back the right way and the way it should
be said” (P1). A further two participants described asking
children questions to encourage interactions between the
ECT and the child, with one of these participants referring
to open-ended questions as it “prompts more than just the
single word response” (P9). Multiple participants discussed
this modelling as “speaking correctly”:

P1: “A lot of that comes from our modelling

. so just making sure that what we’re say-
ing is using the correct words, no slang and
things like that, making sure you are using full
sentences”

P2: “We don’t dumb down the way we speak,
we’ll make it age appropriate”

P7: “I think just talking to children indi-
vidually promotes language ... just speaking
properly and modelling that kind of speaking
well to people”

Some participants also sought to build children’s con-
fidence as a strategy to support children with possible
language difficulties, which involved encouraging them to
speak in front of other children.

P4: “Try and help those children who are not
as confident with their expressive language
skills to not feel so shy in front of the whole
group”
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P5: “So just building that confidence ... We
just make sure that that child’s not feeling that
they’re made to stand out”

All participants reported incorporating print-based
activities into their preschool program. The most com-
monly reported, mentioned by all participants, was pro-
viding opportunities for reading-related experiences. The
majority of participants described their input as reading to
children regularly, increasing children’s exposure to books
and fostering an appreciation of written text:

P2: T am a book reader so to me having books
in the environment is really, really important
... for me it’s really just building a love of
reading as well

P5: “Getting children exposed to as much
books and reading [as possible]”

P7: “Provide lots of experiences which pro-
mote reading”

Five participants elaborated on specific strategies they
use when reading with children and one participant made
specific reference to the term dialogic book reading. Three
participants described asking children questions about the
story or encouraging more interactive reading by talking
about the pictures, and another spoke about moving the
book to reinforce the story ideas. Three participants dis-
cussed how they orient the children to books and print,
aligning with concepts of print by “Pointing out an author
at the start of every book” (P7), “Pointing to the words so that
they are starting to see the words that you're reading” (P1)
and “So often I'll start it off with reading just to get the idea
of those basic things- left to right, up to down” (P8).

Exposing children to letters of the alphabet was the
most frequently reported practice described to foster print
knowledge. Most participants described activities involv-
ing immersion in play-based activities by placing magnetic
letters and flashcards into play spaces. For example, P3:
“We use little posters and things around, with the alpha-
bet on them, we have little flashcards and things like that”.
Three participants described more explicit teaching prac-
tices, such as talking to children about letters as a means
of promoting alphabet letter-name learning, such as P8:
we’re on T, at the moment, so I just display it with the cap-
ital and the lowercase, talk about the sound, talk about
the friends’ names that start with that letter “T”. In addi-
tion to initial phoneme identification described within
this example, the same participant and one other reported

focusing on rhyming phonological awareness tasks. This
was described as pointing out rhyming words in books,
encouraging onset-rime games and/or playing nonsense
rhyme games. Two further participants also discussed
aiming to increase children’s awareness of letter-sound
correspondences either during shared reading or through
introducing a different letter and sound each week in the
preschool program. This was described as pointing out
rhyming words in books, encouraging onset-rime games or
nonsense rhyme games.

Theme two - unclear conceptual
frameworks for language and literacy:
“Literacy is just communication in all its
forms”

Participants did not differentiate clearly between oral lan-
guage and literacy constructs. Analysis indicated that par-
ticipants generally used a broad definition of literacy that
could be applied across related but different developmen-
tal capabilities. For example, P9 reported “it’s extremely
broad; it’s in everything I believe”. Most participants viewed
literacy as being far wider than the skills of reading, writ-
ing and spelling. For instance, three participants included
numeracy in their understanding of literacy and two par-
ticipants made reference to art, dance or drama. This broad
conceptualisation was exemplified by P8: “Literacy to me
is just communication in all its forms. So visual, verbal,
dance, art, it’s a form of a child expressing. So that’s how
I see literacy”. Further, most participants explained their
conceptual understanding of the term literacy to include
oral language, with no clear demarcation between the two.
P6 defined literacy as “mainly language development”, sug-
gesting a lack of differentiation between oral language and
(written) literacy as distinct, albeit closely aligned skills.
In line with the fact that there did not seem to be clear
conceptual differences between oral language and reading,
writing and spelling under the umbrella term “literacy”,
participants did not always differentiate a clear language
or literacy focus for activities. When describing language-
related activities, P1 reported teaching a “letter of the week
program” and another participant spoke about handwrit-
ing and letter tracing. The terms language and literacy were
used interchangeably when participants discussed their lit-
eracy promotional activities suggesting participants may
not differentiate between them in their practice as reflected
in the following quotes:

P4: “Every area that we have set up we try and
have some sort of literacy involved in it ... I
think that nearly all of them are set up for oral
language”
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P7: “Pretty much everything that we do here
has some kind of element of literacy involved
in it because it’s all about communicating ...
It’s pretty much all the experiences we put
out every day, that are available every day,
encourage and promote literacy or numeracy
or social skills just for children to interact
and connect with each other, learning ... I
think everything that we do here allows and
promotes children’s language, whether it’s
listening or talking”

The terms “speech” and “language”, and associated
terms such as “phonetics”, were also used in ways that
suggest participants lacked robust and consistent concep-
tualisations of their discrete boundaries. Concepts related
to speech production were typically discussed when ECTs
were in fact describing children’s oral language, suggest-
ing they may not clearly distinguish these two connected
but distinct constructs. Further, there was a tendency to
focus on children’s speech production when participants
were prompted to discuss how they support children with
oral language difficulties. All but one participant made
reference to children with speech sound difficulties and
three participants also referred to the need for a speech
assessment when asked about children with language
difficulties:

P2: “Obviously they’re still developing some
language skills so there’s going to be sounds
and little stutters and things like that which is
all age-appropriate”

P5: “We’re sounding out phonetics, you know
different sounds, and we incorporate that for
all children, so obviously those children who
have had speech issues”

Theme three — awareness of knowledge
gaps: “What is normal language?”

Participants perceived themselves as well equipped to help
children build emergent literacy skills in preschool set-
tings. The same self-efficacy was not evident for eight
of the nine participants with respect to understand-
ing children’s language development milestones and in
particular, determining when a child’s language skills
are not developing as expected. This sense of uncer-
tainty and limited confidence about oral language devel-
opmental norms for preschool children was strongly
represented:
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P2: “What is normal language?”

P5: “I would like to be more informed of
exactly what we’re looking for, the specifics”

P9: “What we should be looking for, some
sort of expectation of perhaps where your age
group should be”

This self-described knowledge gap appeared to con-
tribute to participants doubting their confidence in deter-
mining whether a child’s language difficulties were likely
to be transient or indicative of a more persistent problem
requiring further investigation:

P3: “It’s just like when does it get to a point
where they’re not going to grow out of it, they
need to have some speech therapy?”

P7: “Although T've had 20 years’ experience
working with young children, I don’t know if
they’re on the right track. Do you know what
I mean?”

P8: “It’s really hard as a teacher to determine
if something is worth bringing up to a parent
or if it’s something that’s just going to work its
way out ... is it worth stressing over?”

Consequently, many participants described feeling ret-
icent to raise concerns with parents about their child’s
language development since they themselves could not
be sure their concern was valid or could not confidently
determine whether the child’s language difficulties would
resolve naturally. Essentially, these participants felt that
it was outside their scope of practice as they perceived
themselves as lacking the appropriate qualifications or
knowledge-base to make these decisions:

P5: “We’re very wary of boxing anyone into
anything because that’s not our role. We’re not
diagnostic - we’re not doctors or specialists in
that area, but we sort of skirt around that and
there is a very grey area I think in early child-
hood.... it’s a really undefined - so it’s a bit of
a grey area”

P6: “I'm not qualified ... so I wouldn’t know if
what I'm doing is right for that child. I would
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have to seek outside help for that ... I'm just
unsure of how far that role goes in terms of
what I need to do and how to help children
because I don’t have the knowledge or the
skills or the education behind me ... All we
can do is just what we do and just support
children the best we can, work with parents
if they’re up for it”

Theme four - shortfalls in preservice
preparation: “I don’t think I was given a
great grounding”

There were mixed responses amongst participants in rela-
tion to their perceptions of their preservice preparation in
early literacy. Overall, participants conveyed the view that
there was a much stronger focus on literacy than there was
on oral language in their preservice training. Participants
commonly reported having one unit (subject) specifically
focused on literacy, or a combined unit on literacy and
numeracy. One participant who studied a combined degree
in early childhood teaching and primary school teaching
felt school-aged literacy was emphasised more promi-
nently, with very little content on preschool language or
literacy. Based on these descriptions, it appeared they felt
more confident in emergent literacy than language, but
less prepared when it came to helping children with their
oral language skills as they had received less training in
this area. All except one participant indicated that chil-
dren’s language development was not covered in sufficient
depth during their preservice training:

P3: “They could have probably gone into it a
lot more ... they probably could have done a
lot more in that sort of area, especially in the
language side I think”

P8: “I found that it didn’t cover enough ...
it wasn’t covering the really importance- like
they touched on it ... which in the scheme of
a university degree is nothing”

A common theme was that participants described their
preservice training as “too broad” and “too theoretical”, as
noted by P5 who stated, “It’s all very under the umbrella of
theory and you sort of have to pull it apart”. The desire for
practical skills and knowledge, rather than theory-based
learning was raised by almost every participant: “It was
about being fed a lot of theory but not much practical” (P6);
“I think that there’s nothing better than practical knowledge
... I think that practical applications are more beneficial”

(P2) and “... in the sense of practical skills to use in the
field, it was almost non-existent” (P8). Perceptions about
insufficient training and lack of content-specific knowl-
edge, particularly in relation to oral language, contributed
to uncertainty as noted by P9: “I feel that I need more
knowledge ... that I'm not feeling confident”.

Participants commonly described drawing upon real-life
experiences to enhance their knowledge and their prac-
tices, further emphasising the importance they place on
practical skills. P9 identified having her own children, “you
have the knowledge of your own experiences with your chil-
dren and also having worked in the field”. Work-related
and personal experiences and sharing knowledge with
colleagues were most commonly described as their main
knowledge source since becoming an ECT. This was stated
by P2 as the main source when “up against a barrier or
a challenge in the workplace ... you use your teammates”
or by P9 who described this knowledge-sharing process as
“very collegial”. Some participants described collaborating
with an SLP about a child in their class, or with their own
children, and then applying learnings from these experi-
ences to other children in their preschool program. These
were more frequently reported than attending professional
development seminars and personal reading.

DISCUSSION

This study investigated ECTSs’ perceptions of their knowl-
edge, role and level of confidence with supporting the
oral language and emergent literacy skills of preschool-
ers. This is important in the context of SLP collaboration
because ECTs can play a key role in early identification
and support of children requiring assistance with their oral
language and emergent literacy skills. The data suggest
that our participants attach strong significance to their role
in children’s language development but lack confidence
and do not consider that they have adequate knowledge
about developmental language milestones to identify chil-
dren with or at risk for language difficulties. Our findings
support previous evidence (Brebner et al., 2016, 2017; Mroz,
2006a; Scarinci et al., 2015) that ECTs would like further
training in identifying children whose language skills may
not be developing as expected. An important finding in
the current study was the apparent reticence of ECTs to
raise apprehensions about a child’s language ability with
a parent. With a high proportion of children attending a
preschool program in Australia, ECTs are ideally placed
to identify children with language problems and activate
referral to a SLP for in-depth assessment and possible
management. Concerningly, 17.4% of Australian children
have developmentally at risk or developmentally vulnera-
ble language skills at school-entry (AEDC, 2021). If ECTs
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are reluctant to raise concerns with parents, children’s
language difficulties are more likely to be undetected on
school-entry and opportunity for earlier detection and
intervention may be missed. Investigation of language
difficulties needs to occur as early as possible in order
for these rates to reduce and result in fewer children
requiring intervention at school age. This would place less
load on SLPs who are often already under-resourced in
schools. It is also of great concern if a high proportion
of children are entering school with low language skills,
yet ECTs are indicating that they are not well equipped
to identify such children and raise these concerns with
parents. It is especially concerning given Australian par-
ents frequently rely on ECTs for information about their
child’s communication ability (McAllister et al., 2011).
Reluctance to raise concerns with parents may have
implications for the early identification and support of
children with possible language difficulties and may result
in important missed opportunity for high-quality early
intervention.

In our participants’ views, their preservice training
in oral language development was insufficient and con-
tributed to their self-acknowledged knowledge gaps and
low levels of confidence. The perception that their pre-
service training did not prepare them sufficiently in the
area of language is supported by a recent review of Aus-
tralian preservice courses that identified that oral language
is not strongly nor consistently represented in ECT courses
(Weadman et al., 2021). Given the participants in this study
were recent graduates, their views are reflective of these
findings. These results raise questions about Australian
ECT preservice training and its adequacy in equipping
graduates with fundamental disciplinary content knowl-
edge regarding language and literacy constructs so they
can provide high-quality language and literacy experiences
and support (Piasta et al., 2020a,b). Our findings sug-
gest that ECT preservice courses need to place a greater
focus on preschool language development and identify-
ing children with late language emergence. There is a
clear expectation that ECTs support children’s commu-
nication skills within the national curriculum document,
The EYLF (Australian Government Department of Educa-
tion Employment and Workplace Relations for the Council
of Australian Governments, 2009, p. 41). However, a strong
theoretical grounding in language and literacy constructs
is required to maximise their adoption of high-quality
language and early literacy practices.

Our findings suggest that ECTs have a strong commit-
ment to providing oral language and emergent literacy-
focused support using practices suggested within the Aus-
tralian curriculum document. Participants reported using
a range of practices including print-focused activities,
music, drama and encouraging interactions to support oral
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language and emergent literacy skills. Further informa-
tion is needed, however, about their ability to implement
high-quality language and literacy instructional practices
associated with later literacy success. The provision of
high-quality learning experiences in preschool is partic-
ularly important for narrowing the developmental gap
for socially disadvantaged preschoolers (Neumann, 2016).
Both quantitative and qualitative differences exist with
respect to early language exposure as a result of the social
gradient between low socioeconomic status (SES) chil-
dren and their higher SES peers (Weisleder & Fernald,
2013). The participants in this study only infrequently
described responsive adult-child interactions which are a
key feature in facilitating language development in early
childhood settings (Cabell et al., 2015). SLPs working col-
laboratively with ECTs in community settings can provide
specific guidance in supporting responsive interactions
between ECTs and children to ensure important oppor-
tunities to capitalise on these skills are not missed. The
study participants also reported reading to children daily,
but only a small number described incorporating strate-
gies to enhance print knowledge, print concepts or dialogic
reading prompts during interactive, shared book reading.
Further, phonological awareness was only infrequently
reported by ECTs as an activity focus. Previous research
indicates that Australian ECTs do not regularly assess for
phonological awareness in preschool settings (Carson &
Bayetto, 2018) and the present findings suggest they may
also not be a regular focus for ECTs in classroom practice.
These results raise important questions about how well
ECTs are supporting preschoolers’ code-focused emergent
literacy skills that are predictive of later reading ability
(NELP, 2008). Shared book reading was emphasised by
study participants as a key practice in supporting emer-
gent literacy skills and, therefore, it is essential that such
opportunities are maximised.

Finally, an important finding relates to the ECTSs’ use
of key terms such as “speech”, “language”, and “literacy”.
ECTs appear to work with definitions of what consti-
tutes literacy that are so broad that a problematic lack
of clarity emerges. The definition of “literacy” in the
curriculum document, the EYLF includes aspects such
as dance, storytelling, movement and music (Australian
Government Department of Education Employment and
Workplace Relations for the Council of Australian Govern-
ments, 2009). Participants’ conceptualisation of “literacy”
was consistent with this broader definition rather than
a narrower, domain-specific definition that encompasses
skills such as writing, reading and spelling (Snow, 2021).
Understanding ECTs’ perceptions of the term “literacy”
is important as this conceptualisation underpins class-
room practices (Fellowes & Oakley, 2020). Further, if the
term “literacy” has multiple meanings it poses the risk
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that ECTs and other professionals are talking at cross-
purposes within this sector. It is important for ECTs,
SLPs and other health professionals to share a common
language and therefore, these terms require specificity. A
common and shared language amongst professionals sup-
ports a more integrated approach to identification and
intervention. Oral language and emergent literacy skills
are interrelated, and profiles of preschoolers with varying
language skills have demonstrated a strong interdepen-
dence (Cabell et al., 2011). Differences exist, however, with
respect to how these skills can be targeted throughout
preschool settings. Consensus would support ECTs to dif-
ferentiate emergent literacy from oral language and to
understand both the links and distinctions between the
domains. These results are significant because they high-
light that SLPs cannot make assumptions that they have
a shared understanding when using terminology such as
“speech”, “language” and “literacy” with ECTs. Different
use of terms indicates further collaboration, and perhaps
shared professional learning between the two professions
is warranted to avoid the risk of different understand-
ing of a child’s communication impairment. In addition,
ECTs need to be able to differentiate between oral language
and speech to ensure they have robust understandings of
these important developmental constructs. This is impor-
tant for early identification, and for accurate and timely
communication with parents. While preliminary, these
findings raise further questions about how ECTs are
prepared across these domains during their preservice
training.

Study limitations

A number of limitations should be considered when
interpreting the findings of this study. Firstly, the study
included a small sample size of nine participants from
one state within Australia. Future research in this area
should include theoretical sampling from a wider pop-
ulation of ECTs, with more years of practice and from
other states and territories within Australia. Future studies
with a larger sample would also allow for representa-
tion from a greater number of institutions. Secondly,
interviews were the sole data source with no data tri-
angulation. The analysis is based entirely on self-report
and participants may actually be doing more (or less)
than articulated in their responses to the interview probes.
Future research should include observations or other data
collection methods to corroborate findings. Further, par-
ticipants self-selected to be interviewed which may have
resulted in a specific subgroup comprising those who
were particularly interested in children’s language and
literacy.

CONCLUSION

Our findings suggest Australian ECTs value their role
in and display a strong commitment to developing chil-
dren’s language and emergent literacy skills in preschool
programs. However, commonly described practices indi-
cated potentially missed opportunities to incorporate
evidence-based strategies during shared book reading and
high-quality adult-child interactions to facilitate this
development. This study also contributes to our under-
standing of ECTs’ perceptions of their preservice training
and preferences for translating knowledge into practice.
These findings indicate a possible need for more in-depth
preparation in oral language and emergent literacy skills
and identifying children at risk of language difficulties in
preservice ECT programs.
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