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“Literacy” refers to the ability to read and write.  However, the term “early literacy” does not mean the ability to read and write early.  It refers to the fundamental knowledge and skills that enable children to learn to read, write and communicate (Masiello, 2007; Zero to Three, 2003).  Young children who develop early literacy skills are more likely to enjoy reading activities and to be successful in school.  School success is an important goal for all children, and the groundwork for that success is established early on.
Early literacy must be a focus of early intervention efforts for several important reasons, which include the following:  
1. Research indicates that the process of learning spoken and written language begins in early infancy.  The process involves early childhood experiences with a variety of print materials and interactions between children and their adult caregivers (Masiello, 2007; Zero to Three, 2007).
2. Children with disabilities are at increased risk for struggling with reading and language activities in school.

3. Part C of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 specifies that IFSP content must include outcomes that address “pre-literacy and language skills” (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004, Sec. 636 (d)(3)).

4. The Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) requires reporting of Child Outcomes for children who receive Part C early intervention services.  One of those Child Outcomes is “Acquisition and use of knowledge and skills (including early language, communication and literacy) (Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 2004).  
5. South Carolina’s school readiness guidelines for preschool age children include early literacy and specifically address issues related to children with different needs and abilities (South Carolina Department of Education).
This emphasis on early literacy is relatively new in the field of early childhood services for  young children with disabilities and developmental delays.  Ongoing research is beginning to inform practice and to identify training needs.  The Center for Early Literacy Learning (CELL), was recently established through funding from the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs to promote adoption and use of evidence-based early literacy learning practices by providers in both Part B and Part C early childhood programs.  CELL reports results of a national survey showing that families, early intervention providers and preschool special educators largely agree that early literacy learning is desirable for young children with developmental delays or disabilities (Trivette, Morgan, Masiello, Robyak, & Dunst, 2007).  However, Dunst and Bruder (2007) also report that a larger than expected number of practitioners consider themselves less confident and competent to plan and implement early literacy learning practices with infants, toddlers, and preschoolers who have disabilities or delays.  
  Addressing early literacy within the framework of early intervention service delivery is a responsibility of all service providers involved in developing and implementing the IFSP along with families. Early literacy is a crucial topic for special instruction, because of the close relationship of early literacy to cognitive, communication, and social-emotional skills.  It is also essential for both service providers and families have access to resources necessary to include early literacy learning within family routines, activities and places.
To assist families and special instruction providers in understanding early literacy, finding appropriate activities, and accessing materials, the TECS website offers a number of online resources.  Please see the Early Literacy section of the Annotated Index of Online Resources, which includes brief descriptions of free resources.  Selections include research on evidence-based practice in early literacy as well as video resources for families.  Some online items are available in a variety of languages, and several articles address early literacy issues specific to working with children who have vision and/or hearing impairments. 
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