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The essentials for preschool teacher prep 

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.

Being able to meet these demands takes practice and lots of training. This research overview summarizes the 
high-value skills and knowledge that preschool teachers need. However, NCTQ’s analysis of a sample of 100 
preschool teacher prep programs finds that too often the programs responsible for training preschool teachers 
spend little time on these areas. Fortunately, it’s never too late for teachers to polish up their skills. 

The focus areas of this study 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, but less information exists on what teachers should learn about how to teach 
these subjects. Other essential skills that are not analyzed here include engaging families, maintaining classroom 
safety, and supporting diverse learners.

For teachers who did not receive the targeted training they need, the resources listed at the end of this brief 
can help teachers ensure that their preschool children get the most out of every day.

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

Developing children’s 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. 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 economically disadvantaged, the child may 
have heard 30 million fewer utterances and be falling far behind.1 The gap in oral language plays out along racial 
lines as well as socioeconomic ones, and puts children at risk for “future academic and social difficulties.”2

Especially for young children who are already behind, preschool teachers can play a critical role in language 
development. It is imperative that preschool teachers have the skills to develop children’s ability to communicate.3 
Unfortunately, most preschool teachers do not know how to engage in these practices without some additional 
instruction.4 However, intensive and focused training can help teachers make big strides.5
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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),6 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).7 Teacher training in these areas can translate into substantial gains for children 
in alphabet knowledge, vocabulary, and language skills.8

The 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.9 
However, not all approaches to teaching emergent literacy are equally effective, and the quality of preschool 
curricula varies, making it that much more important that preschool teachers have ample training in how to 
develop their preschoolers’ emergent literacy skills.10

What are read-alouds and why are they important?

Reading to a child is a powerful experience that builds an emotional bond, teaches new words and ideas, and 
introduces information about the wider world. Using read-alouds effectively can boost literacy skills for years 
to come, and can improve children’s vocabulary and other language skills.11

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.12 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 children's emergent literacy and future reading achievement.13

Teachers should build children’s number sense and understanding of numerals’ spatial position on a number 
line,14 as well as patterns, measurement, and geometric concepts.15 Teachers should also teach children to 
measure objects using formal instruments like rulers and informal instruments like the length of their arms.16

What should teachers do to create an inviting classroom environment?
Maintaining a positive, developmentally appropriate preschool 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 suspension and expulsion rate for preschool children, teaching 
appropriate behavior poses a challenge for many preschool teachers.17 Teachers need substantive training and 
practice with effective classroom management strategies that can build social-emotional skills and prevent or 
resolve many behavioral problems.18

Of course, classroom management is about more than discipline: it is about establishing an environment that 
actively supports learning.19 Teachers’ emotional support for their students is associated with better social 
competence and lower rates of behavior problems.20
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What are the hallmarks of an effective student teaching experience 
for a preschool teacher?
The importance of student teaching is undisputed.21 Student teaching offers the potential for teacher can-
didates 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. 

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.22 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, last long enough for the 
student teacher to gain a wealth of firsthand classroom experience,23 and give the candidate an opportunity to 
practice with the age group she plans to teach.24
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Great resources for teachers and preschool providers 

Preschool teachers who never received training in key areas don’t have to go 
back to school to learn what they missed — a number of resources are available 
to fill the gaps. 

Online training on developing children’s language
The Cox Campus and Read Right from the Start, developed by the Atlanta Speech School and the James 
M. Cox Foundation, offer teachers a completely free online training. The creators of this training believe deeply 
in the importance of “building the reading brain” in children, and have designed the training to give every teacher 
the tools to do so. 

The training includes instruction and videos set in real classrooms so you can watch teachers use these strategies 
with preschool children. The courses, which are broken into small segments to make it easy to self-pace, address 
topics ranging from reading stories aloud to building children’s vocabulary to holding meaningful conversations. The 
online program includes materials for preschool teachers and teachers of infants and toddlers so teachers 
can tailor the training to the age range of the children in their classrooms. 

The Cox Campus also offers an ever-expanding library of online resources including observation instruments, 
guides for conducting read-alouds of dozens of picture books, and teaching activities and assessments. 

As an added benefit, Georgia’s teachers can count this training toward their continuing education credits.

Learn more about and sign up for the Cox Campus here.

Observation instruments with a focus on language development
Teachers know that one of the best ways to hone their craft is to have someone observe and provide an honest 
evaluation of their strengths and weaknesses. The following observation instruments are designed with clear 
and precise language and targeted categories to make it easy to give a teacher feedback on improving in a 
specific areas. 

Preschool Snapshot Implementation & Observation Checklists

Developed and sold by Core Knowledge, this resource includes a dozen observation instruments focused on 
different aspects of preschool instruction. 

Because the checklists offer clear and detailed criteria (see the example indicators below), a fellow teacher, 
supervisor, or classroom assistant can watch a teacher in action and let her know what teaching skills she’s 
already mastered and where she can use some more practice.

http://www.readrightfromthestart.org/cox-campus/
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The Language Support Practices checklist focuses heavily on oral language, but other checklists (e.g., Meal 
Time, Circle Time, and Read-Alouds) evaluate how teachers build children’s language during all parts of the 
school day.

Example indicators:
n	 Language Support Practices: Language Modeling – Teaching team addresses children’s language errors 

by systematically and matter-of-factly repeating the child’s utterance, substituting the correct language 
model

n	 Language Support Practices: Teaching Team explicitly INTRODUCES NEW VOCABULARY by – Relating 
the new vocabulary to child’s past experiences or current knowledge 

n	 Language Support Practices: Teaching team FOSTERS CONVERSATION by – Using questions/comments 
to extend a topic to 4 or more “turns” 

n	 Language Support Practices: Teaching team EXPANDS ON CHILDREN’S UTTERANCES by – Repeating 
the child’s utterance with additional information.

Learn more about Preschool Snapshots here.

CLASS

The CLASS instrument, developed at the Curry School of Education at the University of Virginia, is a widely used 
tool for evaluating preschool classrooms. It focuses heavily on the relationship between children and teachers 
and how their interactions can create a high-quality and inviting classroom. Much of the tool focuses on how 
teachers build children’s oral language.

Example indicators:
n	 Regard for Student Perspectives: Student Expression – There are many opportunities for student talk 

and expression.
n	 Quality of Feedback: Feedback Loops – There are frequent feedback loops – back-and-forth exchanges 

— between the teacher and students.
n	 Language Modeling: Repetition and Extension – The teacher often repeats or extends the students’ responses.
n	 Language Modeling: Self- and Parallel-Talk – The teacher consistently maps his or her own actions and 

the students’ actions through language and description.

Learn more about the CLASS here.

Every Child Ready: Quality Indicators Rubric 

This instrument, developed by the AppleTree Institute for Education Innovation, a research and development 
non-profit associated with AppleTree Early Learning Public Charter Schools based in Washington, DC, bears 
similarity to the CLASS but has been adapted to meet the needs of this charter school district. It has a heavy 
focus on language, hits key areas of classroom management, and addresses many other areas of instruction.

Example indicators:
n	 Providing effective feedback: Repetition & extension – The teacher repeats, recasts, and extends student 

speech using more advanced vocabulary and/or complex structures

http://books.coreknowledge.org/product.php?productid=16335&cat=&page=1
http://teachstone.com/classroom-assessment-scoring-system/
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n	 Language Instruction (comprehension/vocabulary): Explanations and demonstrations – The teacher 
systematically and accurately explains, defines or demonstrates new words and ideas using words, pictures, 
objects and gestures, and scaffolds support based on children’s ability

n	 Support for conceptual understanding: Self- and parallel-talk – The teacher consistently uses self- and 
parallel-talk to narrate children’s learning experiences

Learn more about the Appletree Institute here.

Guide for teaching math to young children
The research-based guide, Teaching Math to Young Children, developed by the Institute of Education Sciences, 
offers recommendations for how and what to teach young children about math. The free resource is full of ac-
tivities to use with young children, examples of how to teach math skills, and tips on how to know when children 
are ready to learn something more advanced — or what to do when they struggle.

Find the Practice Guide here.

http://www.appletreeinstitute.org/institute/appletree-institute-for-education-innovation/
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide.aspx?sid=18
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