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ABSTRACT

A research-to-practice framework is described for organizing available research evidence and 
using this evidence to develop literacy learning practice guides and tool kits. The framework 
includes a model of  early communication, language, and literacy development; operational 
defi nitions of  seven overlapping areas of  literacy skills; a description of  the person and envi-
ronment factors infl uencing literacy learning; and an organizing scheme for developing evi-
dence-based literacy learning practices. The framework is being used at the Center for Early 
Literacy Learning for culling research evidence to identify the characteristics of  early literacy 
learning experiences associated with later literacy success.

 This CELLpaper includes a description of  a frame-
work for synthesizing research evidence on early literacy 
learning and using this information for developing evi-
dence-based early literacy learning practices. The frame-
work is being used at the Center for Early Literacy Learn-
ing (CELL) to develop practice guides and tool kits that 
early childhood intervention practitioners, parents, and 
other caregivers can use with young children, birth-to-six 
years of  age, with identifi ed disabilities or developmental 
delays and with those at risk for poor outcomes to pro-
mote preliteracy, emergent literacy, and early literacy learn-
ing and development. The major aims of  CELL are to: 
(1) synthesize available research evidence on effective early 
literacy learning interventions, (2) identify and develop 
evidence-based practices from this research, (3) implement 
and evaluate the use of  these evidence-based practices, 
and (4) conduct both general and specialized technical 
assistance promoting the adoption and sustained use of  
evidence-based early literacy learning practices. CELL is an 
early childhood technical assistance center funded by the 
U.S. Department of  Education, Offi ce of  Special Educa-
tion Programs (OSEP), and is part of  OSEP’s ongoing in-

vestment in scaling up the use of  evidence-based practices 
(DeStefano, Dailey, Berman, & McInerney, 2001).
 This paper includes four sections. The fi rst section 
includes a model for describing the early communication, 
language, and literacy development of  young children 
birth-to-fi ve years of  age. The second section includes a 
description of  the areas of  early literacy learning that con-
stitute the focus of  CELL research syntheses and practice 
guide development. The third section includes a description 
of  the person and environment factors that contribute to 
early literacy learning and development. The fourth section 
includes a research-to-practice characterization scheme for 
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developing evidence-based literacy learning practice guides 
and tool kits. The content of  the paper constitutes a sys-
tematic approach to culling research evidence and making 
sense of  the evidence for informing early childhood inter-
vention practices.
 The framework described in this paper is based on les-
sons learned from conducting practice-based research syn-
theses of  early childhood research studies to identify the 
characteristics of  practices and environmental experiences 
that are associated with positive effects or benefi ts (Dunst, 
Trivette, & Cutspec, 2002). A practice-based research syn-
thesis involves the analysis and integration of  small bodies 
of  evidence where researchers have investigated the man-
ner in which the same or similar intervention variables are 
related to the same or similar outcomes. The characteris-
tics associated with positive effects and outcomes in turn 
are used to develop practice guides that mirror the research 
fi ndings (Dunst, in press). Practices that mirror research 
evidence are centrally important for bridging the research-
to-practice gap. This is accomplished by identifying what 
mattered most in terms of  the practice characteristics that 
are associated with child outcomes, and using this informa-
tion as the foundation for practice-guide development.

EARLY COMMUNICATION, LANGUAGE
AND LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

 Table 1 shows a model for describing the early com-
munication, language, and literacy development of  infants, 
toddlers, and preschoolers birth-to-fi ve years of  age. The 
model is based on one developed by a NICHD Early 
Childhood Education and School Readiness Work Group 
(2002). The work group was charged with identifying “cur-
rent research on what children should learn and develop 
from birth through age fi ve to prepare (them) for kinder-
garten and the early grades” (p. 1). The Work Group high-
lighted those behavioral and developmental accomplish-
ments that research indicates are important for successful 
school-age cognitive and academic performance. 
 The CELL version of  the model divides the early com-
munication, language, and literacy development of  young 
children into fi ve overlapping age ranges and three phases 
of  literacy development (preliteracy, emergent literacy, and 
early literacy). Each phase includes the development of  
literacy-related skills and accomplishments that research 
indicates are the competencies that are the foundation for 
later literacy success. Preliteracy development is defi ned as 
those nonverbal communication and social skills acquired 
before language onset that are the foundations for both 
language acquisition and emergent literacy skills (Lonigan, 
2006; van Kleeck, 1998). Emergent literacy development 
is defi ned as the verbal and nonverbal skills that are the 
foundation for the process of  learning to read, write, and 
develop other literacy-related abilities (Chaney, 1994; Mc-

Table 1
A Developmental Model for Describing Early
Literacy-Related Skills and Accomplishments 

Months
Developmental

Levels 
Phases of

Development

0-15 Prelanguage and 
Early Nonverbal            
Communication                                

Preliteracy

12-30 Language Onset
and Vocabulary
Development

Emergent Literacy
24-42 Language Growth

and Emergent                
Literacy 
Development

36-48 Early Literacy
Development and     
Metalanguage 
Awareness

Early Literacy

48-60 Literacy Skill 
(Reading, Writing, 
etc.) Development

}
}

}

Naughton, 1995). Early literacy development is defi ned as 
acquisition and mastery of  the fundamentals of  reading, 
writing, and other literacy-related skills (Hall, Larson, & 
Marsh, 2003; Neuman & Roskos, 1997). 

Preliteracy Development
 The period of  development from birth to approxi-
mately 12–15 months of  age includes a child’s acquisition 
of  a number of  important communication and literacy-
related skills, including, but not limited to, joint attention, 
nonverbal (gestural) communication, vocalizations (coo-
ing and babbling), speech and language perception, and 
phoneme speech stem acquisition. Schickedanz (1999), in 
her book Much More than the ABCs, describes looking and 
recognizing, picture recognition and comprehension, book 
handling and play, and child behavior during story read-
ing as some of  the preliteracy behavior that infants master 
on their way to becoming literate. The kinds of  activities 
that are the contexts for preliteracy development include, 
but are not limited to, parent/child lap games, singing to 
infants, word play, and touching and talking (Armbruster, 
Lehr, & Osborn, 2003b; Parlakian, 2003).
 The focus of  CELL preliteracy research syntheses 
will be practices that facilitate the development of  non-
verbal (gestural) communication skills (Bates, Camaioni, 
& Volterra, 1975; Bullowa, 1979; Holdgrafer & Dunst, 
1986; Holdgrafer & Dunst, 1991; Trevarthan, 1979), par-
ent/child and teacher/child joint attention and reciprocity 
(Liszkowski, Carpenter, Henning, Striano, & Tomasello, 
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2004; Papousek, 1995; Slaughter & McConnell, 2003), and 
the literacy-rich experiences and opportunities (Dunst & 
Shue, 2005; Goin, Nordquist, & Twardosz, 2004; Lawhon 
& Cobb, 2002) that support and strengthen infants’ acqui-
sition of  behavior associated with later literacy competen-
cies. The particular practices and interventions that will 
be examined are ones that literacy experts have identifi ed 
as the important building blocks for literacy success (e.g., 
Fitts, 2005; National Early Literacy Panel, 2006).

Emergent Literacy Development
 The toddler period of  development from 12–15 to ap-
proximately 30 months of  age includes the acquisition of  a 
variety of  emergent literacy development skills and accom-
plishments including, but not limited to, the acquisition of  
fi rst words, the production of  conventional speech acts 
(requesting, attention getting, describing, etc.), vocabulary 
development, language use, language comprehension, sym-
bol and print recognition, and the development and emer-
gent understanding of  the association between print and 
the meaning of  text essential for subsequent reading, writ-
ing, and other literacy-related skills (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 
2001). The focus of  CELL emergent literacy research syn-
theses will be the experiences and opportunities (Cairney, 
2003; Goin et al., 2004; Hemmeter, McCollum, & Hsieh, 
2005), instructional practices (Wolery & Sainato, 1996), and 
caregiver interactional styles (Havlik, 2003; Trivette, 2003) 
that provide the contexts for learning the precursors of  
reading, writing, and other literacy-related skills.

Early Literacy Development
 The period of  development from about 30 months 
to 5 years of  age includes the mastery of  many of  the 
fundamentals and precursors of  conventional literacy skills 
and accomplishments  (Ferreriro & Teberosky, 1982; Fitts, 
2005; Shanahan, 2005). This includes, but is not limited 
to, understanding word units and phonemes, metalanguage 
capabilities (analyzing language, “playing” with language, 
etc.), invented spelling, echo reading, and letter and word 
recognition. The focus of  CELL early literacy research 
syntheses will be both the formal and informal learning 
opportunities, instructional practices, and specialized in-
terventions that research indicates are associated with later 
literacy success (e.g., Dickinson & Neuman, 2006; Hall et 
al., 2003; Neuman & Dickinson, 2002). The kinds of  lit-
eracy learning practices that will be examined are ones that 
are the foundations for the development of  the literacy 
skills described next.

KEY AREAS OF EARLY LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

 A review and synthesis of  the early literacy learning 
and development literature indicates that there are seven 
overlapping, interrelated areas of  literacy-related compe-
tencies: Alphabet knowledge, print awareness, written lan-

guage, reading comprehension, phonological awareness, 
oral language, and listening comprehension. The majority 
of  these skill areas were identifi ed by Early Reading First 
(2002), the National Early Literacy Panel (2006; Fitts, 2005; 
Shanahan, 2005), and other noted experts (see e.g., Con-
nor & Tiedemann, 2005; Morrow, 2001) as the preliteracy, 
emergent literacy, and early literacy skills that are important 
for later literacy success. 
 One of  the major sources of  information on the early 
literacy development of  infants, toddlers, and preschool-
ers is the National Early Literacy Panel (2006; Fitts, 2005; 
Shanahan, 2005). A secondary analysis of  the panel’s data 
and fi ndings suggests that the seven literacy areas can be 
organized into two interrelated domains of  literacy-related 
skills (print related competencies and linguistic process-
ing competencies) based on the intercorrelations among 
the literacy skills related to later literacy success and the 
practices that are associated with literacy-skill acquisition. 
Adams (1990; van Kleeck, 1998) proposed a similar model 
that differentiates between print (orthographic) and speech 
(phonological) processing skills. The print related domains 
include alphabet knowledge, print awareness, written lan-
guage, and text comprehension. The linguistic processing 
domains include phonological awareness, oral language, 
and listening comprehension. This organizing scheme is 
being used to both review and synthesize the early literacy 
learning research literature and develop practice guides and 
tool kits for promoting young children’s acquisition of  lit-
eracy-related competencies.
 Table 2 includes brief  descriptions of  the skills and 
capabilities constituting the content of  each literacy area. 
These “working defi nitions” as well as the information 
presented next constitute the literacy skills that are the fo-
cus of  CELL review and synthesis.
 

Alphabet Knowledge
 Alphabet knowledge refers to the child’s ability to rec-
ognize and name the letters of  the alphabet (Whitehurst 
& Lonigan, 2001). Knowledge of  the graphic symbols of  
the alphabet and recognition of  the fact that letters have 
sounds and letter names is recognized as crucial to subse-
quent reading (Nodelman, 2001; Treiman & Kessler, 2003; 
Wasik, 2001).

Print Awareness
 Print awareness refers to a child’s recognition of  the 
characteristics and rules of  the written language (Strick-
land & Schickedanz, 2004) and the child’s ability to under-
stand that words in print have corresponding speech and 
language features and that directionality is an important 
feature of  printed text (e.g. reading left to right, and top to 
bottom). Print awareness is important because “children 
who know about print understand that the words they see 
in print and the words they speak and hear are related” 
(Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2003a, p. 7). 
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Written Language
 Written language refers to a child’s ability to repre-
sent ideas and words in print (Dyson, 2002). According 
to Whitehurst and Lonigan (2001), “behaviors such as 
pretending to write and learning to write one’s name are 
examples of  emergent writing. . . . indicating that [the 
child] knows print has meaning without yet knowing how 
to write” (p. 17). Children who are able to write the letters 
of  the alphabet, print their name, and write other words 
develop an understanding of  the conventions of  print and 
written language. 

Text Comprehension
 Text comprehension refers to a child’s ability to read 
and process the meaning of  ideas represented in text and 
writing (Snow, 2002). Comprehension is developed in the 
context of  a child’s working vocabulary, the ability to relate 
one’s own experience to printed material and text, and the 
ability to monitor one’s understanding of  printed material. 
Text comprehension in the preschool years includes the 
recognition of  pictures and symbols in books and the abil-
ity to interpret and infer meaning from what is seen.

Phonological Awareness
 Phonological awareness “refers to a general apprecia-
tion of  the sounds of  speech as distinct from their mean-
ing” (Snow, Burns, & Griffi n, 1998, p. 51). Phonological 

Table 2
Seven Areas of Literacy Learning and Development

Domain Definition

Alphabet Knowledge Ability to recognize and name the letters of the alphabet. This includes the “translation 
of units of print (graphemes) to units of sound (phonemes). . . . at the most basic level this 
task requires the ability to distinguish letters” (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001, p. 16). 

Print Awareness Ability to recognize the characteristics of the rules and properties of written language 
(Justice & Ezell, 2001).

Written Language Ability to represent ideas or words in a printed or written format. This includes learning to 
differentiate the elements of the written system (e.g., letters and words).

Text Comprehension Ability to understand and process the meaning of ideas represented in text. Reading 
and text comprehension is the process of simultaneously extracting and constructing 
meaning through interaction and involvement with written language consisting of three 
elements: text, reader, and activity/purpose for reading.

Phonological Awareness Ability to recognize, manipulate, and use sounds in words, including the ability to hear 
and discriminate the sounds in language. This includes the “general ability to attend to 
the sounds of language as distinct from its meaning. . . . noticing similarities between 
words in their sounds, enjoying rhymes, counting syllables, and so forth are indications of 
such ‘metaphonological’ skill” (Snow et al., 1998, p. 52).

Oral Language Ability to use words to communicate ideas and thoughts and to use language as a 
tool to communicate to others. Oral language “consists of the use of words and rules 
for organizing words and changing them and the abilities to listen and accurately 
reconstruct what is said on the basis of understanding” (Roskos et al., 2004, pp. 6-7).

Listening Comprehension Ability to process and understand the meaning of spoken words. Listening 
comprehension entails the decoding of words and sentences and the meaning of what 
is spoken and heard.

awareness includes a child’s ability to hear, identify, and 
manipulate the spoken units of  language. This includes, 
but is not limited to, rhyming, blending, and segmenting of  
sounds and words (Armbruster et al., 2003b). 

Oral Language
 Oral language refers to a shared code that children 
learn in order to communicate ideas and thoughts. Oral 
language includes a child’s understanding and use of  pho-
nological (the rules for combining sounds), morphologic 
(rules for the internal organization of  words), semantic 
(word meaning), and syntactic (rules that have to do with 
the order of  words in sentences) elements of  language 
(Roskos, Tabors, & Lenhart, 2004).

Listening Comprehension
 Listening comprehension refers to a child’s ability to 
listen to, process, and understand the meaning of  spoken 
words and other information heard orally. Comprehension 
is often demonstrated by answering questions, following 
directions, predicting story events, requesting information, 
and interpreting the meaning of  what is heard (Biemiller, 
2003; Hare & Devine, 1983). Listening comprehension 
is dependent, in part, on a child’s ability to decode what 
is heard and to interpret meaning or intent based on this 
decoding. Comprehension is typically related to exposure 
to a range of  oral language experiences and opportunities, 
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especially ones that actively involve children in listening 
comprehension activities. 

KEY FACTORS INFLUENCING 
LITERACY LEARNING

 It is generally recognized that literacy-related skills 
develop in the context of  young children’s positive in-
teractions with materials and people that support literacy 
learning where skill acquisition is closely related to young 
children’s interests in communication, language, reading, 
and writing (e.g., Dickinson & Neuman, 2006; Neuman & 
Dickinson, 2002). According to Bronfenbrenner (1999), 
learning and development constitute a set of  processes 
that involve the characteristics of  a developing person and 
the social and nonsocial aspects of  the environments that 
infl uence development. Figure 1 shows the three major 
sets of  person and environment factors infl uencing early 
literacy development that are the focus of  CELL: Child in-
terests, literacy-rich experiences, and the instructional prac-
tices used to promote literacy learning. This model will be 
used to develop literacy learning practice guides and tool 
kits that include formal and informal literacy-rich learn-
ing experiences and opportunities that are interest based 
where caregivers and practitioners encourage and support 
interest-based literacy learning using evidence-based in-
structional practices. 

Child Interests
 Many different child characteristics infl uence early lit-
eracy learning (e.g., McNaughton, 1995; Snow et al., 1998). 
One of  the most important is a child’s interests and espe-
cially a natural curiosity in listening, talking, reading, and 
writing. Nelson (1999), for example, found that children’s 
language learning and competence were “related easily 
to the child’s life activities and interests” (p. 2). Accord-
ing to Lamme, Sabis-Burns, and Gould (2004), “Reading 
to children while they are still very young helps them no-
tice the pleasure fi rst, [which] make[s] it easier for them to 
read for other purposes” (p. 48). Snow et al. (1998) as well 
made note of  the fact that children’s interests in literacy 
is one factor of  particular importance for later academic 
success (see also Frijters, Barron, & Brunello, 2000; Hare 
& Devine, 1983; Lyytinen, Laakso, & Poikkeus, 1998; Mc-
Cormick & Mason, 1984; Ortiz, Stowe, & Arnold, 2001; 
Schiefele, 1999). 

Raab and Dunst (2006) recently completed a practice-
based research synthesis of  interest-based child learning 
and found both personal and situational interests related 
to a variety of  child outcomes. Personal interests are a person 
characteristic (Bronfenbrenner, 1993) and include a combi-
nation of  a child’s stored knowledge derived from previous 
experience with  objects of  interest (e.g., toy, activity, per-
son, idea) and stored value derived from the child’s feelings 
about the experience (Renninger, 1992, 2000; Renninger & 

Leckrone, 1991). Situational interests refer to interests that 
are triggered by the features, or “interestingness,” of  the 
social and nonsocial environment, capturing an individual’s 
attention and encouraging engagement (Krapp, Hidi, & 
Renninger, 1992). 
 Interest-based assessment and intervention proce-
dures will be part of  the CELL literacy learning tool kits. 
The practices will include procedures for identifying chil-
dren’s interests and using this information for involving 
children in interest-based literacy learning opportunities. 
The assessment and intervention procedures will be based 
on those developed by Dunst and his colleagues (e.g., 
Dunst, Acuff, Roberts, & Trivette, 2004; Dunst, Herter, 
& Shields, 2000; Dunst, Roberts, & Snyder, 2004; Raab, 
Swanson, Roper, & Dunst, 2006).

Literacy-Rich Experiences
The term literacy-rich experiences is used broadly to 

refer to environmental arrangements and material avail-
ability (e.g., Kaiser, Ostrosky, & Alpert, 1993), the literacy 
learning opportunities afforded children (e.g., Katims & 
Pierce, 1995; Lynn, 1997; Neuman & Roskos, 1990), and 
curricular activities (e.g., Gunn, Simmons, & Kameenui, 
1998; Katims, 1991; Notari-Syverson, O’Connor, & 
Vadasy, 1998) that are used to promote early literacy learn-
ing. We now know that these include both formal experiences 
and opportunities provided as part of  early intervention, 
preschool special education, and other preschool experi-
ences (e.g., Dickinson, 1994; Hemmeter et al., 2005; Teale 
& Martinez, 1988; Watkins, 1996) and informal experiences af-

 Figure 1. The child and environment factors in-
fl uencing early literacy learning and development 
that are the focus of  CELL research syntheses and 
practice-guide development.

Early Literacy Learning

Literacy-Rich
Experiences

Instructional
Practices

Literacy
Skills

Child
Interests
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forded children as part of  everyday family and community 
life (e.g., Cairney, 2000; Dunst & Shue, 2005; Frijters et al., 
2000; Hull & Schultz, 2001; Storch & Whitehurst, 2001). 
Cairney (2002), for example, noted that the experiences 
children have day in and day out in their homes and com-
munity, as well as those provided as part of  early childhood 
intervention, contribute to later literacy success. 

It is helpful to make a distinction between the types of  
everyday experiences children have as part of  preschool, 
family, and community life, and how different experiences 
are likely to have different behavioral and developmental 
consequences. For example, whereas fi nger games, rhym-
ing games, and syllable clapping games are likely to be con-
texts for developing phonological awareness (Anthony & 
Lonigan, 2004), activities that involve scribbling, drawing, 
and copying are likely to be contexts for developing writ-
ing skills (Strickland & Schickedanz, 2004). One aim of  
literacy-based interventions is the engagement of  children 
in literacy-rich learning experiences. The provision of  liter-
acy-rich learning opportunities that infl uence the develop-
ment of  literacy skills is expected to provide children the 
foundations for later literacy success. We know, for exam-
ple, that early print, oral, and phonological learning aware-
ness experiences and opportunities are important for later 
literacy competence, including, but not limited to, reading 
and writing (Pullen & Justice, 2003) and especially learning 
opportunities that are interest-based (Schiefele, 1999).

Instructional Practices
Cairney (2002, 2003; Cairney & Ruge, 1998) concluded 

as part of  an extensive investigation of  early literacy learn-
ing in formal (school) and informal (home/community) 

Table 3
A Categorization Scheme of Formal and Informal Instructional Practices

Instructional Practices Representative Source

Formal Practices

Explicit Instruction Fielding-Barnsley (1997)

Contingent Responsiveness Rollins (2003)

Incidental Teaching Warren & Kaiser (1986)

Embedded Instruction Daugherty, Grisham-Brown, & Hemmeter (2001)

Modeling Vukelich (1991)

Practitioner Scaffolding Soderman, Gregory, & O’Neill (1999)

Teacher-Mediated Child Learning Maimskog & McDonnell (1999)

Informal Practices

Implicit Instruction Neuman & Roskos (1993)

Caregiver Responsiveness Lojkasek, Goldberg, Marcovitch, & MacGregor (1990)

Responsive Teaching Kaiser et al. (1996)

Response Elaboration Field (1978)

Imitation Slaughter & McConnell (2003)

Parent Scaffolding Rome-Flanders, Cronk, & Gourde (1995)

Parent-Mediated Child Learning Tzuriel (1999)

settings that the instructional practices that were effective 
in these different settings were themselves different. In 
most, but not all, cases, teachers and other early childhood 
educators are likely to use more structured, formal instruc-
tional practices (e.g., explicit instruction) for promoting 
literacy learning, whereas parents and other caregivers are 
more likely to use less formal styles of  interaction to sup-
port literacy learning (e.g., responsive parenting styles).

Table 3 shows a list of  both formal and informal in-
structional practices that are the focus of  CELL investi-
gation. Several of  these practices have already or are cur-
rently being examined in practice-based research syntheses 
conducted at the Research and Training Center on Early 
Childhood Development (e.g., contingent responsiveness, 
incidental teaching, responsive teaching). CELL investi-
gators are examining the effectiveness of  other types of  
instructional practices used frequently by early childhood 
practitioners (e.g., Gunn et al., 1998; Pearson & Dole, 1987; 
Vukelich & Christies, 2004; Wray, Medwell, Fox, & Poul-
son, 2000) and by parents and other caregivers (e.g., Kaiser 
et al., 1996; Rome-Flanders, Cronk, & Gourde, 1995). 

RESEARCH-TO-PRACTICE FRAMEWORK

 The information described in the previous sections of  
this paper were used to develop the framework shown in 
Figure 2 for: (1) organizing the literacy learning research 
literature and (2) developing evidence-based literacy learn-
ing practice guides and tool kits. The framework includes 
three periods of  early literacy development, two sets of  lit-
eracy-related competencies, and both the formal and infor-
mal literacy learning opportunities that are the contexts for 
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literacy-skill acquisition. CELL investigators are reviewing 
and synthesizing early literacy learning research evidence 
by systematically identifying those practice characteristics 
that can be used to develop practice guides and tool kits 
that early childhood practitioners, parents, and other care-
givers can use to promote the early literacy learning of  
young children, birth to age six, with identifi ed disabilities 
or developmental delays and children at risk for poor out-
comes.

Tool Kits
 Six CELLtoolkits will be developed that include early 
literacy learning interventions for promoting the develop-
ment of  print-related (e.g., DeBaryshe, Buell, & Binder, 
1996; Neuman, Copple, & Bredekamp, 2000; Strickland & 
Schickedanz, 2004; van Kleeck, 1990) and linguistic- pro-
cessing (e.g., Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Lawhon & Cobb, 
2002; Vivas, 1996; Wood, 2002) competencies. Infant, tod-
dler, and preschool tool kits of  both formal literacy learn-
ing interventions and informal literacy learning opportu-
nities will be prepared. The tool kits will include printed 
material, videos, CD-ROMs, PowerPoint presentations, 
and other curricular activities.

Practice Guides
The tool kit practice guides will be developed using a 

simple, but effective, four-step formula. All early literacy 
learning practices will be developed by answering the fol-
lowing questions: (1) What is the practice? (2) What does 
the practice look like? (3) How do you do the practice? and 
(4) How do you know the practice worked? Practice guides 
will be published as Web-based CELLpractices (www.early-
literacylearning.org).

A unique feature of  the practice guides is the inclusion 
of  criteria for assessing the extent to which the practices 
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 Figure 2. Framework for reviewing the literacy 
learning literature and developing evidence-based 
early literacy learning practice guides and tool kits.

have intended benefi ts. The outcomes, or practice-guide 
benefi t measures, will be aligned with the Offi ce of  Special 
Education’s language and literacy outcomes that currently 
constitute the focus of  state efforts to measure the impact 
of  Part C early intervention and Part B(619) preschool spe-
cial education. 
 Tool kit practice guides will include three kinds of  in-
terventions: (1) literacy-rich learning opportunities that are 
contexts for skill acquisition, (2) the instructional practices 
that can be used to promote early literacy learning, and (3) 
specialized practices for supporting the literacy learning of  
children with disabilities or learning diffi culties that require 
more specialized interventions. The latter includes, but is 
not limited to, the use of  augmentative communication de-
vices, computer games, and the use of  sign language to fa-
cilitate language learning. Figure 3 shows the way in which 
we envision the content of  the tool kits.
 The largest number of  tool kit practice guides will be 
ones that include learning opportunities and experiences 
that all children need in order to learn literacy-related skills. 
These literacy-rich opportunities are expected to be quite 
varied and provide numerous opportunities for early lit-
eracy learning.
 Each practice guide will include instructional practices 
that can be used to support child literacy learning in the 
context of  literacy-rich learning opportunities. The par-
ticular instructional practices that are included in each tool 
kit are expected to be different based on the child’s age (in-
fancy, toddlerhood, or preschool) and the type of  literacy 
learning opportunities (formal or informal).
 The specialized practices will be designed specifi cally 
to make available interventions found to be effective for 
promoting the literacy learning of  children with disabili-
ties (e.g., Good, Feekes, & Shawd, 1993; McGivern et al., 

 Figure 3. Hierarchy of  early literacy learning 
early childhood intervention practices.

Specialized
Practices

Instructional
Practices

Literacy-Rich
Learning Opportunities
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2006). Findings from the CELL research syntheses will be 
used to identify promising practices that can also be used 
with children with disabilities. 

CONCLUSION

  This paper included a description of  the framework 
being used by the Center for Early Literacy Learning 
(CELL) to develop evidence-based early literacy learning 
practices. The framework is based on lessons learned at 
the Research and Training Center on Early Childhood De-
velopment (www.researchtopractice.info) and our attempts 
to bridge the research-to-practice gap (Dunst, Pace, & 
Hamby, 2006; Dunst & Raab, 2005; Trivette, 2006; Trivette 
& Dunst, 2005).
 The research syntheses completed by CELL investiga-
tors will be published as Web-based CELLreviews and be 
prepared in a manner similar to our Bridges practice-based 
research syntheses (http://www.researchtopractice.info/
productBridges.php). Nontechnical two-page summaries 
of  the practice-based research syntheses will be published 
as CELLnotes. Each will include a description of  the major 
fi ndings from a research synthesis and provide examples 
of  the characteristics of  evidence-based practice. CELL-
notes are prepared especially for practitioners, parents, and 
other caregivers. All CELL products will be available at 
www.earlyliteracylearning.org.
 The CELLreviews, CELLnotes, CELLpractices, and 
CELLtoolkits will be the foundation for providing both 
general and specialized technical assistance by the CELL 
partners (Orelena Hawks Puckett Institute, American In-
stitutes for Research, PACER Center, and University of  
Connecticut Pappanikou Center). Specialized technical as-
sistance will be used to scale up the adoption and sustained 
use of  literacy learning practices by early childhood inter-
vention programs and practitioners (Dunst, Trivette, Masi-
ello, & McInerney, 2006). CELL defi nes scaling-up as: 

The adoption of  policies, practices, and implementation 
strategies that promote widespread, sustained use of  
evidence-based early literacy learning practices by early 
childhood intervention programs serving young children, 
birth-to-six years of  age, and their families, to achieve 
outcomes that are socially and developmentally important 
and valued.

A broad-based approach to dissemination and technical as-
sistance is being used to ensure that stakeholders at differ-
ent levels of  the early childhood intervention community 
are reached. The target groups that will be the focus of  dis-
semination and technical assistance include technical-assis-
tance providers, early childhood program administrators, 
early childhood practitioners, parents, parent networks, 
and other caregivers working with or on behalf  of  infants, 
toddlers, and preschoolers. The intended benefi t is the in-
creased understanding of  early literacy learning interven-

tions and the outcomes of  these interventions for young 
children with identifi ed disabilities or developmental delays 
and those at risk for poor outcomes.
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