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INTRODUCTION TO THE BIG 5 FOR ALL

To be ready for school, both young children who are dual language learners (DLLs) and those who speak
English need high-quality language and literacy experiences. Research shows that knowledge of the Big 5
leads to later school success for children birth to five.® The Big 5 are

n Background Knowledge;

n Oral Language and Vocabulary;
n Book Knowledge and Print Concepts;
n Alphabet Knowledge and Early Writing; and

B Phonological Awareness.
The Big 5 begins with early language learning. Language learning happens when children

= hear and respond to language;
= are involved in back-and-forth conversations;

= are interested; and

= hear different words in meaningful ways.® * 1

In this introduction to the Big 5 for All you'll find resources organized by the five key skills that lead to
later school success for all children. Early education staff and families can explore any of the five skills to

= understand research about each area;

= learn how development progresses from birth to age five;
= learn support strategies; and

= see examples in different early learning settings.

Additional materials included in the Big 5 for All
section of the Planned Language Approach are

= Strategies for Parents and Families, which offer
specific ways to support children’s learning in
each of the five key language and literacy areas
at home and in the community,

= Joan Talks About the Big 5 Series, which
discusses, from the perspective of a
kindergartener, Joan, how each of the Big 5
skills are connected to each other. This series
can be used for professional development,
coaching, and peer-to-peer learning and

= Assessment of the Big 5, which provides a list
of resources to assess children’s progress in the

development of the Big 5 language and literacy
skills.
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A COORDINATED APPROACH FOR ALL Head Start Program Performance Standard
§1302.101(b) states,

“At the beginning of each program year, and
on an ongoing basis throughout the year, a
program must design and implement program-

The Big 5 should be part of teaching every day because
communication, language, and literacy are the foundation
for children’s learning. Teaching the Big 5 is part of a
coordinated approach for serving all children, including wide coordinated approaches that ensure the
children who are dual language learners (DLLs). > > It full and effective pair)tlicz:ipaﬁon of children who
is included as part of the Head Start Program Performance are dual language learners and their families...”
Standards related to education and child development

program services under the teaching and learning environment.

High-quality language and literacy practices support all children’s development. In addition, some teaching
practices are especially important to support the development of children who are DLLs.** ' Children
follow similiar learning paths, which is why the Big 5 is important for all. Early education staff plan
culturally and linguistically responsive learning experiences daily. Early education staft serve as good
language models and support children’s home languages, as well as English. Home visitors provide Big 5
supports for parents to promote their child’s bilingualism.

Children who are DLLs and have a disability, or a suspected delay, may need different types of supports
that help them communicate effectively. They may need support in their home language, in English, in sign
language, or in other ways. In a coordinated approach, education staft make appropriate modifications and
adaptations to ensure full and effective participation for children with disabilities or suspected delays.

ALIGNMENT TO THE HEAD START EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES FRAMEWORK

The Big 5 aligns with the Language and Literacy domain of the Head Start Early Learning Outcomes
Framework (HSELOF). For infants and toddlers, Language and Communication is the HSELOF domain that

covers the Big 5. They are just beginning to use new words and phrases to communicate at this age.

For preschoolers, the Big 5 appear in the Literacy and Language and Communication domains. The
difference for preschoolers is that they have greater expressive language skills and understanding of the
sounds and symbols in print.

Early language and literacy skills are important to all the other HSELOF domains. To read more, visit the
interactive HSELLOF.
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https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/interactive-head-start-early-learning-outcomes-framework-ages-birth-five
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The Big 5 can be taught and encouraged in all types of programs, including Head Start or child care centers,
home-based programs, and family child care programs. The Big 5 may also be aligned with state early learning
and development standards.
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THE BIG 5: WHY ARE THEY A BIG DEAL?

Language is the foundation for literacy and learning that helps a child be ready for school. Children who start
kindergarten with large vocabularies will likely read better. Those with smaller vocabularies may struggle.?
Developing strong vocabulary and early literacy skills in a language other than English also leads to better
English learning.! The more children know about each of the Big 5—in English or in their home language—the
more likely they are to be strong and enthusiastic readers.® !
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THE BIG 5 LITERACY COMPONENTS

The table below provides a brief description of each of the Big 5 skills. The activities to promote the
concept, and the behaviors children engage in will vary based on children’s age and abilities. For strategies
and tips, be sure to review the additional Big 5 resources.

I BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE

From birth, children have daily experiences with people, objects, and places that they store in
their memory. Over time, these memories become more complex. This background knowledge is
the base for future learning. Children gain background knowledge through their wide and varied
interactions with people. Background knowledge includes scientific awareness; cultural norms and
expectations; and other information about the world. Background knowledge expands as children
connect new learning to background knowledge.™

E ORAL LANGUAGE AND VOCABULARY

Oral language is often divided into receptive and expressive language. Children develop receptive
language as they begin to understand a language’s meaning, even before they can express it
themselves. They develop expressive language as they are able to use the sounds, words, and
sentences of their language. A key aspect of oral language development is acquiring vocabulary.”
Children also use oral language when they participate in extended, complex conversations such as
telling a story or sharing a memory."”

B BOOK KNOWLEDGE AND PRINT CONCEPTS

When children experience written language in their day-to-day lives, they begin to understand that
print has meaning. Print is speech written down.'® When adults read books to children, they also
learn about how books work. Environmental print—which includes street signs, advertisements,
logos, and other writing found in a child’s everyday environment—is the first way young children
gather meaning from print. Children develop print concepts when they begin to understand how
written language works.

n ALPHABET KNOWLEDGE AND EARLY WRITING

As children develop alphabet knowledge, they learn to recognize and name upper and lowercase
letters. They also learn that there are sounds associated with each letter. Children’s early writing
progresses from making marks and scribbling, to drawing, and eventually to forming letters.
Children’s developing writing reflects their understanding of how written language works.'> 7

H PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS

Phonological awareness is the ability to focus on and manipulate individual sounds (phonemes) in
spoken words. Children develop phonological awareness as they learn to recognize that language
can be broken into words, syllables, and smaller sounds. Children are demonstrating phonological
awareness when they manipulate sounds by identifying, segmenting, blending, and substituting
sounds.'® Activities such as repeating sounds, making up nonsense words, or saying simple rhymes
will develop this skill.
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