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The Understanding the Early Years (UEY) 
Initiative is a research, communication and 
community engagement project funded by 
Human Resources and Skills Development 
Canada. The aim of the project is to help 
communities across Canada improve the 
health, well-being and school readiness of children zero to 
six years of age and their families.  For more information, 
visit www.prairiechildrenuey.com.

Understanding the  
Early Years Initiative

Starting School Successfully is a booklet of tips and ideas 
to help parents and other caregivers improve children’s level 
of school readiness.  Since school readiness includes five 
important areas of early childhood development (see the 
chapters listed on the next page), this booklet provides tips 
and information based on those five areas of school readiness.

Introduction

During the first six years of life, a child’s brain develops 
dramatically. Research shows that during those years, 
children are developing socially, emotionally, physically 
and intellectually. That is why a good start in life—days 
full of caring, sharing, kindness and creativity—will set the 
foundation for future success and happiness, in school and 
throughout life.

The tips in this booklet are based on two important facts. 
First, from birth your child is watching and learning from 
you. This makes you your child’s first and best teacher. 
Second, children learn by playing, so have fun and be 
confident that how you are being—attentive, caring, curious, 
a good listener—is what they are learning from you, day after 
day. By remembering these two facts, and practising some of 
this booklet’s tips every day, you are helping ensure that your 
child enjoys school and is successful throughout life.

The Importance of the 
Early Years
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What is it?  Communication is the ability to clearly 
communicate one’s needs and to understand others (i.e., 
both talking and listening). General knowledge is an 
interest in the outside world.

Communication Skills  
& General Knowledge

Why is it important?  Children who can communicate 
well—as both listeners and talkers—and who are curious 
to learn about the world around them, are children who 
are prepared to succeed—at school and throughout life.
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Tips for Parents of Infants
• When holding your baby, respond to what she or he 

does—if she giggles, you giggle; if he smiles, you smile. 
Pitch your voice high and low as you make different 
facial expressions.

• Take your child for a walk outdoors. Talk about what 
you see (e.g., “There’s a fire truck, a red fire truck.”)

• Put a variety of safe and interesting things near your 
baby (e.g., touch-and-feel books, a child’s mirror, a 
colourful mobile). Describe to your baby what he or she 
is seeing and touching.

• Record the sounds your baby makes and then play them 
back, while describing the sounds (e.g., “That’s your 
happy sound.”)
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• Play “Name that Thing”: Wherever you are, name the 
items you see around you and your baby.

• Give your baby a stroller ride to the library and read one 
of Barbara Reid’s Zoe books (e.g., Zoe’s Rainy Day). Borrow 
Sleepy Bear by Lydia Dabcovich. If there is a baby-parent 
program that day, then stay, play and have fun.

Tips for Parents of Toddlers
• Find time every day to have a conversation with your 

child, where you give him or her your complete and 
undivided attention.

• While reading your toddler’s favourite storybook, 
change or remove some of the most important words 
in the story. Do it in a fun and obvious way so that 
your child will catch on and then provide you with the 
original story line.

• Play “What’s your 
Favourite...?”: Take 
turns asking each 
other questions, 
such as “What’s 
your favourite 
colour?” What’s 
your favourite 
animal?” and so 
on.

2
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What is it?  Communication is the ability to clearly 
communicate one’s needs and to understand others (i.e., 
both talking and listening). General knowledge is an 
interest in the outside world.
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Why is it important?  Children who can communicate 
well—as both listeners and talkers—and who are curious 
to learn about the world around them, are children who 
are prepared to succeed—at school and throughout life.
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• Put an item that will make a distinct sound into two 
matching containers (e.g., two containers with dry rice 
and two with water). Let your child shake the containers 
and match the sounds.

• Look at family photo albums with your child and talk 
about the pictures (e.g., “I wonder what Aunt Sue is 
drinking?” “Grandpa has no shoes on!”).

• Take a trip to the library and borrow In the Tall, Tall Grass 
by Denise Fleming or Butterfly, Butterfly by Petr Horacek. 
Talk about the pictures and story with your toddler (e.g., 
“What does that animal do?”).
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Tips for Parents of Preschoolers
• Listen to what interests your child and then follow her or 

his lead. If your child likes animals, go to the library and 
get some books on animals. Then visit a pet store, the zoo 
or a farm. Draw pictures and label the different animals.

• Play “Name that Emotion”: 
In books and on TV, ask your 
child to guess what a character 
is feeling, why they are feeling 
that, and what they might 
need.

• Take a walk to your local 
park and have a scavenger 
hunt, looking for various 
items in nature (e.g., pine 
needles, leaves and so on). 
When you come home, place 
them all in a scrapbook and 
label the items you found together.

• Ride or stroll to the library and borrow Bark, George by 
Jules Feiffer or Animal Minis by Cherie Winner. Have a 
conversation where you ask each other questions about 
the book (e.g., “How did that happen?” “What do you 
think is going to happen next?”). Help your child get a 
library card.
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What is it?  Emotional maturity is the ability to recognize 
and express both positive and negative emotions in ways that 
are healthy, respectful, and appropriate to the situation. It is 
also empathy and the willingness to help and comfort others.

Emotional Health  
& Maturity

Why is it important?  Children who are emotionally 
healthy, and able to understand and get along well 
with others, are children who are prepared to learn and 
succeed—at school and throughout life.
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Tips for Parents of Infants
• Respond sensitively to your infant’s needs, especially 

every time your baby cries during the first six months. Use 
your words to label the emotions you see. For example, 
“so sad… baby’s crying.”

• Stroke your baby’s face with your fingertip. Name all the 
parts of the face as you touch them.

• Play “Pet the Dog”: First, you pet your cat or dog. Then, 
with your hand over your baby’s hand, gently pet your cat 
or dog together.

• Hold your baby close while singing or talking. Make lots 
of eye contact and smile, so that your baby knows just 
how special it is to you. Giggle and laugh together.
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• Play different types of music with a variety of “moods.” 
Take your baby in your arms and dance.

• Give your baby a stroller ride to the library and read I Love 
You Through and Through by Bernadette Rossetti-Shustak. 
Borrow Feeling Great! by Jess Stockham. If there is a baby-
parent program that day, then stay, play and have fun.

Tips for Parents of Toddlers
• Sing and act out the well known song, If You’re Happy 

& You Know It. Use exaggerated expressions. Help your 
toddler label emotions by explaining that when you feel 
angry, you say “I feel 
angry,” and so on.

• Give your child some 
cuddly toys to care for 
(e.g., wash, feed, hug). 
Talk about what your 
child is doing, and how 
helpful and caring she 
or he is being.

• Give your child 
the chance to play 
independently, as well 
as with you, each and 
every day.

6
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• Make a home-made “Teddy Bear Hospital” for all your 
child’s cuddly toys, complete with blankets, beds, 
bandages and medical tools.

• Play “Guess the Feeling”: You act out an emotion and 
your child will guess what you are feeling. Include your 
child’s teddies and other stuffed animals. This adds other 
personalities and situations to the game.

• Take a trip to the library and borrow We Love Bunk Beds 
by Paula Metcalf or Franklin in the Dark by Paulette 
Bourgeois. Talk about the pictures and story with your 
toddler (e.g., “What do you think she feels?”). 
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Tips for Parents of Preschoolers

• Use puppets or toys to act out various dramatic 
situations. Using characters with unique personalities, 
such as a lion and a lamb, will help you and your child 
make-believe many different points of view. 

• Help your child organize a play date with one or two 
friends. This is a chance for your child to design the 
invitation, or practice manners on the phone if he or she 
prefers to call. 

• Every week give your 
child a few jobs around 
the house (e.g., dusting, 
making bed, tidying up 
toys). Tell your child 
how much this helps 
the family.

• Sprinkle cookie crumbs outside and let your child 
observe ants or other insects. Provide a magnifying glass. 
Talk about what the insects are doing (e.g., are they 
working together?).

• Stroll to the library and borrow Pumpkin Soup by Helen 
Cooper or Stella, Queen of the Snow by Marie Louise Gay. 
Have a conversation where you ask each other questions 
about the story (e.g., “Why do you think he did that?”).
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What is it?  Language and cognitive development 
includes word and number recognition, counting and 
memory, as well as advanced literacy such as reading 
and writing.

Language &  
Cognitive Development

Why is it important?  Children who enjoy stories and being 
read to, and whose cognitive development is appropriate to 
their age and stage, are children who are prepared to learn and 
succeed—at school and throughout life.

Language &
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Tips for Parents of Infants
• Hold your baby so that he or she is looking outwards 

(instead of at you) and walk around your house, 
pausing to look at things. Name the items you see.

• Sing little songs or play simple games with repeating 
sounds (e.g., “Baa Baa Black Sheep”).

• Play “Five Little Piggies Finger Grab”: Recite the nursery 
rhyme while touching each of your baby’s fingers in 
turn. Then let your baby grab your fingers as you say 
the rhyme again.

• Cuddle together to read a book that has simple 
sentences or rhymes and big pictures. 

• Have fun playing “What Sound does the Animal 
Make?”: Cut out pictures of various well known 

animals. Ask 
the question, 
“What sound 
does a .... 
make?” and 
then answer 
by making the 
sound.
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• Give your baby a stroller ride to the library and borrow 
Time for Bed by Mem Fox or The Very Hungry Caterpillar by 
Eric Carle. If there is a baby-parent program that day, then 
stay, play and have fun.

Tips for Parents of Toddlers
• Work with your child to make a scrapbook of all her or 

his favourite things and people, then talk about it with 
your child. You can label some of the people and things.

• Look for specific things as you go for a walk (e.g., “Let’s 
look for big trucks”). If there is a bunch of one thing 
together, you can count them for your child.

• Count the stairs as you walk up or down. ” One step, 
two step, three step...”
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What is it?  Language and cognitive development 
includes word and number recognition, counting and 
memory, as well as advanced literacy such as reading 
and writing.
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Why is it important?  Children who enjoy stories and being 
read to, and whose cognitive development is appropriate to 
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succeed—at school and throughout life.
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• Make a collage using stickers and whatever craft 
supplies you have on hand. Together with your child, 
sort and count the various craft items (e.g., pipe cleaners) 
while working on your project.

• Sing counting songs, such as “Five Little Monkeys” or 
“The Elephant Song,” and have fun acting out the lyrics.

• Take a trip to the library and borrow Black? White! A Book 
of Opposites by Laura Seeger or Brown Bear, Brown Bear, 
What do you See? by Bill Martin. Talk about the pictures 
and concepts with your toddler, then look for them in 
the real world. 

• Gather a selection of objects that go together (e.g., brush 
and comb, shoe and sock, fork and spoon, and so on), 
then let your child have fun matching them.
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Tips for Parents of Preschoolers

• Together with your child, cook something he or she 
enjoys eating. Use this time to explore such things as 
measurements, numbers, colours, words and textures. 

• Gather together a bunch of old magazines or colour 
flyers, then let your child cut or tear out pictures of 
things she or he likes. Together, make a collage and give 
the masterpiece a title.

• Play “I Forget”: Say a sentence but “forget” an important 
word. Ask your child to help you figure out the missing 
word (e.g., “I had the 
best ice cream today. 
It was sooo… Hmm, 
what’s the word? Can 
you help me figure it 
out?”).

• Stroll to the library and 
borrow Letters in the 
Library by Bonnie Farmer 
or The Cake that Mack 
Ate by Rose Robart. Try 
and have a rhyming 
conversation and laugh 
at the results.
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What is it?  Physical health and well-being is physical 
readiness for school (not arriving at school hungry), physical 
independence (well-coordinated movements), as well as 
gross motor skills (e.g., able to catch and throw a ball) and 
fine motor skills (e.g., able to handle crayons and pencils).

 Physical Health & 
Well-being

Why is it important?  Children who are physically 
healthy and well are children who are prepared to learn 
and succeed—at school and throughout life.
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Tips for Parents of Infants
• Give your child some “Tummy Time”: While your baby 

is lying on his or her tummy, place interesting objects, 
such as shiny toys, on the ground and cheer while your 
baby reaches for them.

• If your child enjoys it, give her or him a gentle massage. 
Talk in a soothing voice while you do this.

• Give your infant items to hold and bang together. Talk 
and sing while he or she has fun making noise and 
practicing hand-eye coordination.

• Play “Paper Scrunch”: Give 
your baby some interesting 
paper to scrunch up or 
tear into pieces. Be sure to 
remove it before she or he 
tries to taste it.

• Play “Copy-Cat”: You 
perform a simple action 
(e.g., smile, stick out your 
tongue, or clap) and cheer 
whenever your baby copies 
you.
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• Give your infant a stroller ride to the library and borrow 
From Head to Toe by Eric Carle or Travelling Babies by 
Kathryn Galbraith. If there is a baby-parent program that 
day, then stay, play and have fun.

Tips for Parents of Toddlers
• Do the “Mirror Dance”: You and your child dance to 

your favourite music in front of a large mirror. Also try 
“Freeze Dance,” where everyone has to freeze like a 
statue as soon as the music stops.

• Provide a wash cloth and a little soapy water in a bowl 
and let your child wash plastic dolls or animals.

• Take short walks together around the neighbourhood. 
This is a great time to play “I Spy” and “I Hear.”

14
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• Offer finger-paints to your toddler and watch her or him 
create a masterpiece. Talk about what your child is painting.

• Sing sing, sing! 
Especially fun 
are music and 
movement 
songs, such as 
See the Sleeping 
Bunnies, Hokey 
Pokey, and The 
Chicken Dance.

• Take a trip 
to the library 
to read Monkey and Me by Emily Gravett, then act it out 
on the way home. Borrow Food for Thought by Saxton 
Freyman, then together try some of the new fruits and 
vegetables you see—especially if you can make them into 
funny looking characters, too. 

Tips for Parents of Preschoolers

• At the grocery store, play the “I spy” shopping game 
with your child. Let your child place the items in your 
shopping cart. 

• Make an indoor obstacle course, using pillows, chairs, 
pots, pans, measuring cups and water—anything and 
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everything! Activities could include walking along a 
chalk line, jumping over a box, and crawling through a 
tunnel.

• Find a sport, such as soccer, swimming or T-ball, that 
your child enjoys and sign him or her up for lessons at 
your at your local community centre.

• Make a weekly “Meal Calendar” and let your child pick 
a meal that he or she will help prepare. Breakfast is an 
especially easy one to make, and it is said to be the most 
important meal of the day.

• Ride or stroll to the library and read Tanya and Emily 
in a Dance for Two by Patricia Gauch, then act it out on 
the way home. Borrow When Vegetables Go Bad by Don 
Gillmor, then try some new vegetables for dinner.
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What is it?  Social competence is cooperation and the 
ability to get along with others and make friendships. It is 
also taking responsibility and showing respect, as well as 
the ability to solve problems and adjust to routines. Socially 
competent children have positive work habits and are eager 
to explore new things like books, toys and games.

Socia l  Knowledge 
& Competence

Why is it important?  Children who get along well 
with a wide variety of others, and who can adjust to new 
situations, are children who are prepared to learn and 
succeed—at school and throughout life.
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Tips for Parents of Infants
• Play “Hide, Find and Hug”: It’s just like hide-and-seek 

within a very small area, but with a hug as the reward 
for finding the “hider.”

• Lay down on the 
floor next to your 
baby and talk, 
read a book, or 
sing.

• Give your baby 
a chance to be 
with other babies. 
Participate in a 
local baby play 
group.

• Place different objects, such as large balls or toys, 
inside a box or other container. Watch while your 
infant removes them one by one—or dumps them all 
on the floor. Cheer for your baby and talk about what 
he or she is doing.

• Play peek-a-boo, with lots of exaggerated gestures 
and facial expressions, as well as kisses and hugs for 
rewards.
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• Give your baby a stroller ride to the library and borrow 
Oh no, Anna by Vivian French. If there is a baby-parent 
program that day, then stay, play and have fun.

Tips for Parents of Toddlers
• Put together a “Me, I’m Special” photo book. With 

your toddler, look at the photos of family and friends, 
describing who and what is in the picture.

• Play with a large ball. Take turns rolling it to each other. 
After awhile, include a stuffed toy in the game, just as 
you would include another child.

• Play a game of make-believe with your child. For 
example, start by saying: “You be the parent and I’ll be 
the kid.”

• Have fun laughing while you make silly and obvious 
mistakes, such as 
calling your child 
by the wrong 
name so that she 
or he can correct 
you. Continue the 
game by calling a 
dog a pickle, a car 
a spaceship, and 
so on.

18
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What is it?  Social competence is cooperation and the 
ability to get along with others and make friendships. It is 
also taking responsibility and showing respect, as well as 
the ability to solve problems and adjust to routines. Socially 
competent children have positive work habits and are eager 
to explore new things like books, toys and games.
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Why is it important?  Children who get along well 
with a wide variety of others, and who can adjust to new 
situations, are children who are prepared to learn and 
succeed—at school and throughout life.
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• At bath time, tell your child his or her evening schedule. 
Be sure and add scoops and pitchers to the tub—maybe 
even a drop of food colouring. Discuss concepts such as 
“sink vs. float” and “my turn, your turn.”

• Take a trip to the library and borrow Pip and Squeak 
by Ian Shoenherr or Mr. Grumpy’s Outing by John 
Burningham. Talk about the pictures and story with your 
toddler (e.g., “What do you think he feels?”).

Tips for Parents of Preschoolers
• Provide a large cardboard box and craft materials (e.g., 

crayons, paint, glue, safety scissors) for a small group of 
friends to decorate and use. 

• Play the “What would you 
do?” game: Invent different 
social situations and ask child 
what she or he would do. For 
example, “What would you 
do if a friend came to your 
birthday party with socks on 
her ears?”

• When your child invites a 
friend over, give them a sheet 
or blanket and some pillows 
or cushions and let them make a “house” under a table.
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• Play the “What if...?” game: Start by asking your child, 
“What if you went outside in the rain... what would you 
need?” Continue with other scenarios, either realistic 
(e.g., going to the zoo) or imaginary (e.g., going into 
space).

• Ride or stroll to the library and borrow Ella, Of Course by 
Sarah Weeks or Where’s our Mama by Diane Goode. Have 
a conversation where you ask each other questions about 
the story (e.g., “Why do you think she did that?” “What 
do you think is going to happen next?”).
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