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Some Assembly Required 
Piecing Together the Preparation 
Preschool Teachers Need
A detailed look at the essentials for  
great preschool teacher prep programs
Preschool teachers have one of the toughest jobs around. Every day, they manage a high-energy environment 
designed to prepare young learners to succeed in kindergarten and beyond. They introduce 3- and 4-year-olds 
to reading, math, science, and school routines — all while keeping their classrooms safe, fun, and under control. 

Programs that take on the responsibility to train aspiring preschool teachers for this challenge must instruct 
teachers in a wide array of skills and knowledge, and must ensure that they have adequate practice working 
with young children. 

This brief summarizes the research on a selection of skills and knowledge which preschool teachers must 
master to be effective, but are unlikely to master without targeted training. 

The focus areas include: developing children’s language ability, building a foundation for reading through emergent 
literacy skills and read-alouds, introducing emergent math, creating an inviting classroom environment, and 
honing skills through student teaching.

Many experts agree that science and social studies instruction are also important and help to build vocabulary 
and content knowledge, which boost children’s reading comprehension in later years, but less information 
exists on what teachers should learn about how to teach these subjects. Other essential skills that are more 
commonly explored in research include engaging families, supporting diverse learners, and maintaining classroom 
safety.

Developing children’s language ability and building a foundation for reading
What is language development and why is it important? 

Developing language skills is important in and of itself, but it is also the key that opens the door to so many 
areas of learning for children. Children need language skills to communicate with others and make friends, to 
understand and control their feelings, to explore new science or math concepts, to enjoy listening to a storybook. A 
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child with limited language skills will never be able to fully understand and engage with the world. While parents 
and families are the front lines for providing their children with rich language opportunities from an early age, 
the support they can offer their children differs, meaning that many children entering preschool are hindered 
by a language deficit: By the age of four, an economically advantaged child may have heard as many as 45 
million utterances and be well along the path to literacy, and to academic and social success. If less economically 
fortunate, the child may have heard 30 million fewer utterances and be falling far behind.1 Moreover, the gap is 
not just in number of words: research finds the equivalent of a six-month disparity in both vocabulary and measures 
of language processing efficiency based on a child’s socioeconomic status.2 The gap in oral language plays 
out along racial lines as well as socioeconomic ones.3

Especially for young children who are already behind in oral language, preschool teachers can play a critical 
role in developing children’s language skills, with implications for years to come. Building strong language skills 
at a young age sets children up for later literacy achievement, while children who lag behind in language and 
other areas are more likely to face “future academic and social difficulties.”4

It is imperative that preschool teachers have the skills to develop children’s ability to communicate. Building 
children’s language skills requires more than a friendly demeanor and an interest in engaging with children — 
although these too are critical.5 In fact, there are specific actions and approaches to verbal interaction that 
teachers can take to aid in children’s language development.6

For example, teachers should engage children in frequent conversations with multiple back-and-forth exchang-
es. They should verbally describe their actions and the actions of the children in their class. Teachers should 
ask questions that inspire children to provide longer and more detailed responses.7 Teachers need to discuss 
the meaning of words during read-alouds and help children organize these words conceptually.8 They should 
encourage conversation, extend talk (e.g., by asking for more information), use relatively sophisticated vocabulary, 
and correct children when their speech is inaccurate.9 Most preschool teachers do not naturally engage in 
these practices.10 However, multiple studies have found that intensive and focused training can help teachers 
make big strides.11

What is emergent literacy and why is it important?

Emergent literacy encompasses a range of skills that are essential to reading, but may not come naturally 
to all children. These skills include phonological awareness (the ability to detect or manipulate the sounds in 
words, such as syllables and rhymes),12 phonemic awareness (a subset of phonological awareness relating to 
the sounds of letters), learning the alphabet, and concepts of print (such as title, author, text direction, and 
turning pages in a book).13 Teacher training in these areas can translate into substantial gains for children in 
areas including alphabet knowledge, vocabulary, and language skills.14

While reading instruction may not begin in earnest until a child enters kindergarten, preschool sets the 
stage. During this time, teachers should build up children’s emergent literacy skills — a process that works 
in tandem with developing children’s oral language ability. 

This early introduction of language and literacy can make a lasting difference for children. Unsurprisingly, 
children with low language and literacy skills in preschool demonstrate lower reading skills in kindergarten.15 
However, not all approaches to teaching emergent literacy are equally effective, and the quality of preschool 
curricula varies, meaning that teachers cannot rely on their curriculum to fully guide their instruction.16 Given 
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some of the limitations in curriculum quality, it is that much more imperative that preschool teachers have ample 
training in how to develop their preschoolers’ emergent literacy skills.

What are read-alouds and why are they important?

Reading to a child is powerful because it builds an emotional bond, teaches new words and ideas, and introduces 
information about the wider world. Realizing the full potential of a carefully planned and thoughtfully delivered 
read-aloud takes training and practice.17

In one study, preschool children whose teachers were trained in how to conduct read-alouds with “print-focused 
conversations” (e.g., discussing features of words, names of letters, and other concepts of print) contributed 
to a boost in early literacy skills that lasted into first grade.18 Another found that when preschool teachers 
used read-alouds to introduce the meanings of words related to science and social studies concepts, children 
showed substantial improvement in measures of vocabulary.19 Notably, both of these studies compared outcomes 
for teachers trained to use a specific read-aloud skill or technique, as compared to a control group that conducted 
read-alouds but lacked training; these findings strongly suggest that providing teachers with specialized training in 
conducting read-alouds will yield ample benefits.

What happens when preschool teachers are not trained in how to use the power of a read-aloud? A preschool 
expert shared an experience of visiting a preschool classroom and watching the teacher read a book, pick up 
another book and read it straight through, and then pick up a third and read that — all without pausing to ask 
the children questions, point out pictures, or otherwise engage them in the story. When the expert asked the 
teacher why she approached reading in this way, the teacher responded, “I’ve heard that you should read to 
children as much as possible — and so I make sure to read as many books as we can.” 

What is emergent mathematics and why is it important?
Young children can do much more mathematically than count to three and identify basic shapes. Introducing 
children to more complex mathematical concepts from an early age may increase their math ability in later 
years.20 In fact, some research suggests that the relationship between children’s early math skills and future 
math achievement is twice as strong as the relationship between emergent literacy and future reading achievement.21

Preschool-age children benefit from instruction across many math skills. Teachers should build children’s number 
sense and understanding of the spatial position of numerals on a number line22 as well as patterns, measurement, 
and geometric concepts.23 For example, teachers can ask children to group or compare shapes along different 
criteria such as size, color, number of sides, or other categories the children can think of. Children can learn 
to measure objects using formal instruments like rulers and informal instruments like the length of their arms.24

Although little research examines the effects of teacher training in emergent math instruction, numerous studies 
have found benefits from teachers’ use of structured math curricula in which they have been trained.25 The Institute 
of Education Sciences (IES) endorses instructional strategies that follow a developmentally appropriate trajectory, 
help children build a math vocabulary that they may use during conversation, and allow children to apply math 
skills in other subjects and routines throughout the school day.26
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What should teachers do to create an inviting classroom environment?
Preschool offers most children their first introduction to a formal school environment. During this time, children 
will learn how to behave appropriately in a school setting, interact with teachers and peers, and regulate their 
own actions and emotions. Maintaining a positive, developmentally appropriate classroom environment is no 
easy feat — and yet it is critically important. As evident from the reported behavioral problems of children in 
kindergarten and entering Head Start, as well as the high expulsion rate for preschool children, teaching appropriate 
behavior poses a challenge for many preschool teachers.27

Effective classroom management can prevent or resolve many behavioral problems. Successful interventions 
include pre-correction of problem behaviors (e.g., reminding a child about a rule before she breaks it), maintaining 
student engagement, reinforcing positive behavior (e.g., offering praise), correcting behavior errors (e.g., 
reminding a child about expectations after a rule is broken), and building positive relationships.28 Many of the 
classroom management strategies appropriate to elementary-age students (e.g., establishing rules and behavioral 
norms, keeping children engaged, teaching appropriate behaviors, and managing consequences) likely also 
apply to preschool age children, although this age group is often not the focus of classroom management 
research.29 The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) expects teacher preparation 
programs to offer training in the use of developmentally effective approaches to supporting social interaction 
and responding to “challenging behaviors.”30

Of course, classroom management is about more than discipline: it is about establishing an environment that 
actively supports learning. For example, research has found that training teachers to establish clear rules 
and routines, reward positive behavior, and redirect negative behavior may lead to improvements in children’s 
self-regulation as well as gains in vocabulary, letter-naming, and math skills.31 Another study found that training 
kindergarten teachers in the Tools of the Mind curriculum, which emphasizes executive functioning and the role 
of play in learning, helped improve children’s reasoning and control of attention, as well as reading, vocabulary, 
and math skills.32 This research is not conclusive, however; IES notes that more evidence is needed 
about the most effective ways to teach young children to maintain attention and self-regulate. Additionally, 
while some studies have found that structured play is an effective learning tool, teacher candidates need to 
learn how to manage play to promote both fun and learning.33

Preschool classrooms often require a degree of emotional support and sensitivity — perhaps more so than 
later grades. Teachers’ emotional support for their students is associated with better social competence and 
lower rates of behavior problems.34 The research on how best to train preschool teachers in these skills is 
limited, however. 

What are the hallmarks of an effective student teaching 
experience for preschool teachers?
The importance of student teaching in teacher training is undisputed. New teachers often cite student teaching 
as the most valuable part of their preparation experience35 and researchers have identified field experience 
as one of “three aspects of teacher preparation that are likely to have the strongest effects” (the others being 
content knowledge and the quality of teacher candidates).36 Student teaching offers the potential for teacher 
candidates to build skills related to instruction, classroom management, family engagement, and more. A bad 
experience can instead instill counterproductive techniques, or even worse, quash the candidate’s excitement 
about teaching. 
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Because of its potential as a make-or-break experience, it is essential for the student teaching placement to 
provide the right support and to last long enough for the student teacher to gain a wealth of classroom experience.37 
Teacher candidates gain the most from their student teaching experiences when those experiences require 
frequent observations by a university supervisor who can give them ongoing feedback about their strengths 
and areas for growth.38 Great placements should also pair teacher candidates with a cooperating teacher who 
is both a good mentor and an effective teacher from whom the candidate can learn. 

Little research considers the alignment between the grade level for the student teaching experience and the 
grade level the teacher candidate intends to teach. With good reason, however, NAEYC standards expect 
training programs to provide prospective preschool teachers with the opportunity to work with children in the 
preschool age range.39 Indeed, if the principal benefit of student teaching is the opportunity to practice specific 
skills, future preschool teachers cannot be expected to learn essential strategies in, for example, a third grade 
classroom.40
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