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Joan Talks About the Big 5

Background Knowledge

Background knowledge is all of the 
information that children learn and 
store in their memories. This includes 
information about themselves, other 
people, objects, and the world around 
them. These concepts and key terms 
are introduced in the home language.  
 
Background knowledge can be 
developed in one or more languages. 
It can also transfer from one language 
to another. Joan illustrates this as she 
talks about rice.
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Background Knowledge

Background Knowledge meets 
Book Knowledge and Print 
Concepts 

In exploring and reading 
books, both fiction and 
nonfiction, children learn 
about the world in which 
they live. They gain the 
understanding that some 
books provide information 
rather than tell a story and, 
with the help of adults, find 
answers to their questions. 
When parents read books in their 
home language, it gives children 
the opportunity to learn about their 
language, print, and culture.
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Background Knowledge

Background Knowledge meets 
Alphabet Knowledge and  
Early Writing

In the early years, writing involves 
using pictures to convey messages, 
making marks on paper to give 
meaning to drawings, or writing 
a few letters of the alphabet. 
Writing is the bridge between 
the worlds of oral language and 
literacy—the written world. 

Background knowledge gives 
children the material they will use 
in developing their pictures, 
messages, and basic 
written communcation 
(Schickedanz & 
Casbergue, 2004).

Knowledge of 
the alphabet is 
a critical skill in 
the development 
of writing in English. In 
other languages it may be the 
syllabic alphabet (e.g., Bengali, Hindi), 
or logography (e.g., Chinese). Bilingual 
children often learn to read and write 
in both languages at the same time—at 
preschool, at home, or in both contexts 
(Schickedanz & Collins, 2013).
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Background Knowledge

Background Knowledge meets 
Oral Language and Vocabulary

Dual language learners may 
learn some words first in one 
language, and other words 
first in another language. 
Once they have learned a 
word in one language, they 
only need to learn the label in 
the other language since they 
already know the meaning! 
Background knowledge 
helps all children develop 
vocabulary and assists in the 
acquisition of oral language 
skills. It provides them 
with context, content, and 
conversation-making skills.



5

Professional References
Schickedanz, J. A., & Casbergue, R. M. (2004). Writing in preschool: Learning to orchestrate 

meaning and marks. Newark, DE: International Reading Association.
Schickedanz, J. A., & Collins, M. F. (2013). So much more than the ABCs: The early phases 

of reading and writing. Washington, DC: National Association for the Education of Young 
Children. 

Children’s Book References
Compestine, Y. C., & Chau, T. (2001). The runaway rice cake. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster 

Books for Young Readers.
Sobol, R. (2010). The life of rice: From seedling to supper. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press.
Spilsbury, L. (2001). Rice. Chicago, IL: Heinemann Library.

Background Knowledge

This document was prepared under Grant #90HC0001 for the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Administration for Children and Families, Office of Head Start, by the National Center on Cultural and 
Linguistic Responsiveness http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/cultural-linguistic

http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/cultural-linguistic

	Joan Talks About the Big 5: Background Knowledge
	Background Knowledge meets Book Knowledge and Print Concepts 
	Background Knowledge meets Alphabet Knowledge and Early Writing
	Background Knowledge meets Oral Language and Vocabulary
	Professional References
	Children’s Book References


