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Abstract 

 Fathers and paternal role models make a unique contribution to children’s development. 

There is some research to suggest that the types of play males engage in with children is 

typically more active and thus offers unique possibilities for embedding activities for language 

and literacy development. In this article, we offer suggestions for how preschool special 

education teachers can assist fathers and paternal role models as they work and play to enhance 

the language and literacy skills of their children through reading activities, dramatic play, and 

pretend or free play. 
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 Marcus, a four year old with developmental delays, is in Ms. Miller’s preschool special 

education class. Marcus lives with his father, Charles, who has responded to an invitation to 

meet with Ms. Miller to discuss what he can do to help Marcus at home. Ms. Miller is excited 

that Charles wants to be involved in Marcus' early education and she wants to share the 

research she's read on play and emergent literacy skills. However, she wants to do so in a way 

that is personal and unique to the relationship between Marcus and his dad. Ms. Miller believes 

that an individualized approach is more likely to be acknowledged and applied in the home 

setting than a brochure or formal article. How can she make this happen?   

 Parents' decisions to become involved with their child's schooling are frequently 

motivated by teacher invitations (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). Researchers emphasize 

that teacher invitations for parental involvement result in children spending more time engaged 

in work as well as improved achievement (Epstein & Van Vorrhis, 2001). Educators who are 

intentional in their efforts to foster strong connections with parents through responsive 

interactions and frequent communication can help parents feel more valued, and thus, eager to 

become involved in their child’s education (Galindo & Sheldon, 2012). Whether through sharing 

of ideas for skill development, conferences, or workshops teacher invitations to parents are 

critical factors in creating and sustaining early academic success for young children. Time 

engaged in creative play can be considered the most important and critical type of work for 

preschoolers. Inviting parents to participate in specific types of play behaviors with their 

preschooler can have a significant impact on later school success. Teachers can increase parental 

involvement by recognizing the important role of fathers in the development of young children 

and by understanding the connections between early literacy skills and creative play.  

Recognizing the Role of Fathers   
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 Much of the research on family involvement has traditionally been referred to as 

involvement of mothers, but the role of fathers in a child’s educational experiences cannot be 

overlooked. Notably, men may be involved with children in distinctly different ways than 

mothers (Marsiglio, Day, & Lamb, 2000; Roggman, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & Raikes, 2002), and 

fathering behaviors may uniquely contribute to children’s development (Lamb & Tamis-

LeMonda, 2004; Paquette, 2004). Studies of fathers’ involvement with infants report that these 

unique contributions can impact young children’s academic achievement, as well as their 

behavior and social-emotional skills (Amato & Rivera, 1999; Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, 

Bradley, Hofferth & Lamb, 2000; Culp, Schadle, Robinson, & Culp, 2000; Roggman, Boyce, 

Cook, Christensen, & Miller, 2004). The results of an extensive literature review by Saracho 

(2007), suggest that fathers do in fact contribute specifically to their children’s literacy 

development and academic success.  

 It is not just fathers that can contribute to the overall development of a preschool age 

child. Paternal role models can be older brothers, uncles, neighbors and other important males in 

a preschooler's world. Here we use the term "father" to represent any significant paternal role 

model that establishes a caring and responsible relationship with the child. Fathers or paternal 

role models help engage children in play that is especially critical for the later reading 

achievement of children who are at-risk or have developmental delays. Fathers often fail to 

realize that active physical play interactions in fact do contribute to their child’s early literacy 

development, and once realized, can empower them to seek other opportunities to develop 

literacy (Bauman & Wasserman, 2010).  

 In preparation for a conference with the fathers or paternal role models, teachers will 

want to gain an understanding of the particular role that fathers' play can have in the 
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development of young children with disabilities. Teachers will also want to review information 

on emergent literacy skills, keeping in mind the goal of individualizing for both father and child. 

For example, Baumann & Wasserman (2010) suggest teachers provide guidance and specific 

activities, particularly related to early literacy, that fathers can engage in with their children. 

Thereafter, teachers can use a type of coaching procedure to foster positive interactions between 

the child and his or her father while increasing the child’s potential for later school success. 

Through an individualized approach, teachers can assist paternal role models to become more 

actively involved in the literacy development of their preschoolers through specific play 

behaviors linked to emergent literacy skills. 

Understanding Father's Play Behaviors 

 Father's play behaviors enhance the social and emotional development of young children 

through a type of "activation relationship" created primarily through active physical play 

(Paquette, 2004, p. 193). Fathers often engage in rough housing or rough and tumble play such as 

pretend fighting, physically lifting the child, wrestling, chasing, or jumping. It has been 

suggested that this preference for physical play encourages risk taking behavior within a safe and 

secure bond with the father that can result in increased obedience and competition skills in 

children. Such activities provide a unique contribution to child attachment security (Bowlby, 

1969/1982; Grossmann et al., 2002; Paquette, 2004; Bretherton, Lamber, & Golby, 2005). 

Fathers' stimulating play behavior is also related to children's emotional regulation, the ability to 

calm and refocus or delay gratification (Volling, McElwain, Notaro, Herrera, 2002). It has also 

been suggested that fathers' attachment role during the preschooler years helps to challenge the 

child in a supportive context that complements the mother's role in caring and comforting 

(Roggman et al., 2002). Given the important contributions that father’s involvement makes in the 



Fathers' Role in Play    

6 

 

social and emotional development of young children, it seems important to harness this active 

engagement to enhance emergent literacy. 

Understanding Emergent Literacy 

Emergent literacy is defined as the developmental process in which children acquire the 

foundation for reading and writing (Sulzby, 1986; Sulzby & Teale, 1991; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 

1998, 2001). Emergent literacy skills include language, listening comprehension, concepts of 

print, alphabetic knowledge, phonological awareness, and the environment within which they 

develop (Senechal & LeFevre, 2001; Strickland & Shanahan, 2004; Whitehurst and Lonigan, 

1998, 2001). Children who are immersed in literacy rich environments learn about language, 

reading, and writing by participating in meaningful activities such as handling books and 

listening to stories read aloud (Katims, 1994). Moreover, father engagement with their child in 

literacy activities can be enhanced when opportunities for interactions are interesting and 

meaningful. Saracho (2008) found that fathers practiced at home the strategies that were 

presented to them during a literacy workshop, and extended those literacy strategies and 

activities to match their interests, concerns, and environment.  

Meaningful literacy activities don’t have to be passive or sedentary types of interactions. 

The following sections provide ideas for how special education teachers can encourage fathers to 

build active literacy learning into reading activities, free play, and dramatic or pretend play. Ms. 

Miller, Marcus, and his father Charles will be used as examples throughout to provide concrete 

examples for the ideas suggested.  

Suggesting Appropriate Reading Activities 

 The early years of a child’s life are potentially the most significant in terms of building 

early literacy skills and adult-child reading and reading related activities are certainly key 
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contributors to this development. Special education teachers can help by encouraging fathers, 

like Charles, to use pretend reading and writing, pointing out environment print, and oral 

storytelling. In fact, literacy development begins when children are exposed to books, language, 

and writing within the context of their home (Strickland, Morrow, Taylor, & Wall, 1990).  

 Ms. Miller can suggest that Marcus and his father Charles “read” together on a daily basis 

in a variety of different ways. Marcus and Charles could share a picture book, work together on a 

alphabet puzzle, or even make a grocery list, all of which contribute to Marcus’ overall literacy 

development. The key will be building these types of activities into the naturally occurring 

routines of their day. Social routines, predictable turn-taking games and rituals that incorporate 

rhymes and repetitive verses will be especially helpful for Marcus in remembering new skills. 

These include simple hide and seek games or songs such as The Wheels on the Bus. Given that 

Marcus has some delays and therefore may struggle with remaining attentive or with verbal 

communication, Ms. Miller will want to emphasize to Charles that he can help by providing lots 

of opportunities and encouragement. Responsive interaction training (Tannock, Girolametto, & 

Siegel, 1992) can be useful for helping fathers respond to even small changes in their child's 

communication.  For example, Charles can expand upon Marcus’ utterances, adding “Yes, that’s 

a red truck!” when he says, “Truck.” Choosing subjects, like dinosaurs or trucks, that Marcus is 

interested in will help sustain Marcus’ attention a bit longer. Finally, Charles can ask simple 

questions such as, "What happened?" or "What might happen next?" and give ample time for 

Marcus to respond. Ms. Miller can explain that high rates of responsivity lead to an increase in 

the child's social communication skills (Wilcox & Shannon, 1998). Furthermore, when a child 

sees an adult engaged in reading and writing activities for pleasure, it can increase the chances 

that the child will begin to seek out and grow to enjoy reading and writing themselves!  



Fathers' Role in Play    

8 

 

 Consideration should also be given to the types of books that lend themselves to more 

active play scenarios and those stories that are age appropriate and relate to the personal interests 

of father and child.  Choosing a book or story to share is important to establishing the sustained 

attention that preschoolers with developmental delays need to gain essential or foundational 

literacy concepts. Teachers can mark this opportunity as a joint venture between child and father 

that is based upon the interests of both participants. Many books for preschoolers involve 

predictable stories with repetitive verses that are simple and easy to recite after repeated 

readings. While there are an abundance of predictable fictional books for young children, there 

are also some excellent expository or non-fictional books available that inform and set up a 

context of mutual enjoyment for both father and child. Table 1 offers some examples of books 

that are easily adapted for active play. Teachers can provide a parent handout that includes some 

of these books and play activities suggesting that they be placed on the refrigerator for easy 

review.  

Providing Suggestions for Free Play Experiences 

 Free play experiences are often the most common type of play between paternal role 

models and young children. Teachers will want to emphasize the importance of these types of 

play by letting fathers know that such play can be rewarding and critical to language 

development; a key cornerstone for early literacy. Successful play interactions are grounded in a 

complementary turn taking ritual whereby each participant initiates and responds to one another. 

Teachers will want to remind paternal role models to allow the child to take the lead in the play 

to maintain his or her interest. For example, Ms. Miller noticed that when Marcus and Charles 

came to the conference, Marcus was immediately drawn to the dinosaur theme in the classroom 

and initiated interaction with Charles by growling at a dinosaur poster. The poster was visible to 
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both Marcus and Charles which indicated that both held joint attention to the object. To sustain 

this joint attention, Charles responded to the verbal initiation by scooping Marcus up to eye level 

with the dinosaur picture. Marcus squealed in delight now responding to Charles’ actions and the 

turn taking ritual was established even without words. By observing the interactions of fathers 

and their children, teachers can provide concrete examples of successful play interactions and 

also explain how this is important for the child's later development. Teachers will want to 

explain that research findings indicate fathers are more likely to repeat and expand the child's 

message using words. This linguistic mapping sets the stage for further development in the child 

such as increased communication and vocabulary (Warren et al., 2006). When the child leads 

and the father follows, it creates a world where both father and child can mutually construct the 

play that maintains the interaction. By acknowledging the successful ways that fathers interact 

with their children, teachers can contribute to building the father’s sense of efficacy for helping 

his child succeed in school. Research indicates that parental belief in the ability to assist their 

child in school increases their parental involvement (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). 

 After observing the interaction between Marcus and Charles, Ms. Miller might want to 

extend their interaction by suggesting they peruse the books in the dinosaur center. She can guide 

Charles towards linking reading and their play by pointing out words or names of the objects on 

posters, in books, or on labels. When Marcus retrieves the dinosaur book from the shelf, Ms. 

Miller encourages Charles to read the title of the book pointing at each word. This action is 

termed print referencing and involves pointing out words, letters, and punctuation in different 

texts (Justice & Ezell, 2004). Charles can not only point out the pictures in the book, but also 

show Marcus the label names on each of the dinosaur figures that they use in pretend play. By 
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doing this, Marcus begins to understand that letters put together make words, and those words 

convey meaning. 

 Free play activities can take many shapes and again, will be dependent upon the family’s 

schedule. However, teachers can help fathers’ generalize these activities in other play contexts 

while continuing to build upon their child’s language and literacy skills. For example, Ms. Miller 

invites Charles and Marcus to take the dinosaurs into the block center and suggests that Charles 

talk out loud during his play with Marcus as a way to describe what they are doing. While 

playing with blocks, Charles can point out to Marcus, “You built a road with your blocks. What 

will that road be used for?” Charles may point out that Megalosaurus starts with an M, just like 

Marcus and Mom. Emphasizing the beginning sounds in familiar words will help Marcus make 

the connection between letters and their sounds.  

 The outdoors provide many rich opportunities for active play, that can also involve 

literacy. The teacher can suggest that fathers purchase sidewalk chalk or washable outdoor paints 

that children can use to express themselves. Developmentally, scribbling and seemingly random 

written creations either on the ground or on paper may be appropriate for Marcus. Charles can 

still recognize and appreciate his efforts, all while asking questions and encouraging Marcus to 

share what he can about his creations. Between 3 and 5 years age, children’s knowledge about 

writing as well as their writing-related skills increase and stabilize (Puranik & Lonigan, 2011); 

especially in environments where adults model writing for them (Bloodgood, 1999; Dyson, 

1993). Therefore, it is critical that Charles provide as many opportunities as possible for Marcus 

to experiment with his early writing skills, as well as model writing for him. For example, 

Charles could write Marcus’ name in paint, mud, sand, or shaving cream and encourage Marcus 

to give it a try himself.  
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 Playing with rhythms and rhymes builds essential auditory competencies for literacy, and 

research shows that children who develop these competencies become better and more fluent 

readers (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). While practicing hitting a ball off a tee, digging in the 

sandbox, or simply playing tag, father and child can engage in rhyming or other word games to 

encourage language development. Familiar nursery rhymes such as “Old McDonald Had a 

Farm” or “Bingo” are fun, and allow practice with the sounds or phonemes of language.                                                  

Providing Suggestions for Dramatic or Pretend Play 

 Research on children's dramatic play, also known as pretend play, indicates that children 

construct knowledge about their world by using various symbols. That is children might pretend 

that blocks stand for mountains and stuffed animals become dinosaurs roaming the fields. This 

kind of symbolism sets the stage for later reading when children make the connection that letters 

stand for sounds and that words can represent ideas (Ehri, 2005). Thus, the more a preschooler 

engages in pretend play the more familiar they become with the idea that one thing can stand for 

another.  

 Familiar themes often arise within pretend play because children generally reenact what 

they know. So simple themes such as eating, shopping, or riding in the car emerge first and then 

later, themes evolve into more complicated scenes such as dramatic or hero play. Fathers can 

capitalize on these themes by following the child’s lead and then introducing new characters or 

plot changes to extend the play. For example, Marcus uses the book of tractors as a resource 

when he goes to retrieve one of his toy tractors from the school closet. He brings the tractor and 

places it on the ground in front of his dad. Then Marcus pushes the tractor back and forth making 

guttural noises. Charles places some blocks in front of the tractor and pushes the tractor to move 

the blocks. The blocks now become "rocks" as Charles pushes the rocks to the side wall and 
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clearing a path.  Ms. Miller can explain that extending the plot helps Marcus create more 

complex images in his mind. Holding complex images in mind is part of learning to comprehend 

longer stories from texts. This positive acknowledgement of Charles' role will encourage him to 

continue to extend Marcus' language and thinking skills.  

 Fathers can help their children create different play scenarios to provide rich and varied 

language opportunities. Different contexts such as a doctor’s office, space shuttle launch, and 

restaurant require different language, and children learn to adjust their language to the demands 

of the situation (Bredekamp, 2005). Play situations that are interesting and enjoyable for a child 

will ultimately be those he or she is most eager to engage in with their father. Working together, 

father and child could gather or create their own props, and even develop scripts or use pictures 

to assist them during play. Most importantly will be the notion that play is organized around a 

theme, and adequate time, space, and props are introduced to enhance play. Table 2 provides 

specifics on items that can be made available during dramatic or pretend play situations.   

Specific Interventions 

 Children with developmental delays often present with specific weaknesses in the areas 

of adaptive behavior and communication that can be ameliorated through early play based 

interventions (Malone, 2006; 2009, O'Connor, & Stagnitti, 2011). To get the most benefit from 

these interventions teachers will want to make sure that they share research based interventions 

with parents and other professionals working with the child. Table 3 provides information on 

several different types of developmental delays and their researched based play interventions.  

Final Thoughts 

 Fathers offer their children unique and stimulating types of play behavior that can 

encourage and extend early literacy skills. Dramatic play themes that include hero play, 
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construction, careers, and books can help to extend this kind of active exploratory behavior so 

necessary for young children's language and social/emotional development. An optimal style of 

parenting that incorporates high levels of responsiveness and modeling can promote social and 

cognitive competence in young children with developmental delays. Incorporating emergent 

literacy skills in the unique play of fathers distinguishes fathers' play as essential, dynamic, and 

educational.      
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Table 1 

Books for Adapted Play 

Title Author Connections to Play 

Pete the cat: I 

Love my new 

white shoes 

Eric Litwin and 

James Dean. 

Put music to the refrain, I'm walking in my new white shoes. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nUubMSfIs-U 

Guess Whose 

Shadow 

Stephen 

Swinburne 

Play shadow tag; finding and jumping on each other's 

shadow while outside 

Click, Clack, Moo: 

Cows that type 

Doreen Cronin Using a keyboard, pretend to type out a message  to each 

other  

Don't let the 

pigeon drive the 

bus! 

Mo Willems Use a large empty cardboard box and paint it like a bus. 

Take turns riding in the bus and driving it. 

Fire Truck Peter Sis Glue several small cereal boxes together to form the body of 

a truck. Cover with construction paper. Glue milk carton 

bottle caps to the sides for wheels. Use these for pretend 

play 

Dinosaur Roar Paul and Henrietta 

Stickland 

Use pretend dinosaur figures and bury in the sand or dirt. 

Pretend to be a (scientist) paleontologist digging up dinosaur 

fossils 

Go Away, Big 

Green Monster 

Ed Emberley Cover photographs with paper. Then cut out several tabs that 

can be opened. Take turns peeking in the tabs and guessing 

the photograph. 

Grandpa Green Lane Smith Collect leaves of different colors. Take a block of wood and 

place the leaf on top. Cover the leaf with a small scrap of 

white fabric. Use hammers (or blocks) to bang on the fabric. 

The colors will come out on the fabric.  

Tap Tap Bang 

Bang 

Emma Garcia With young children developing their fine motor skills, 

choose materials that are easy to cut. Styrofoam blocks 

are easily manipulated using hand tools or even 

sandpaper. For example, cork boards can be used to 

hammer nails (or golf tees) and drive screws. 
Building with Dad Carol Nevius Put a bag of play sand in a small plastic swimming pool. 

Add toy trucks, blocks of wood and shovels. Add a small 

amount of water to make rivers, lakes, and sand buildings. 

Not a Box Antoinette Portis Large cardboard boxes are great for building. Saws can be 

used for cutting doors and windows in what will become a 

house, tunnel, cave, or whatever the child suggests. 

Scraps of wallpaper can be glued to the box with watered 

down wallpaper paste for decoration. 

Mr. George Baker Amy Hest Make musical instruments with spoons, tin cans, and old 

milk jugs.  

The Important 

Book 

Margaret Wise 

Brown 

Allow your child to answer what is important about the 

moon, sun, and wind. The book is designed for interactive 

sharing 
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Table 2 

Dramatic Play Props 

Activity Props 

Doctor’s Office � Clipboards 

� Paper 

� Writing instruments 

� Various medical supplies (band-aids, 

cotton balls, rubber gloves, popsicle 

sticks) 

� Patients (stuffed animals or dolls) 

Restaurant � Clipboards 

� Paper 

� Writing instruments 

� Table and tablecloth 

� Plates/cups/silverware etc 

� Menus (actual or created) 

� Apron  

� Chef’s hat 

� Food (empty or cleaned out containers) 

Wood Working � Small hammer 

� Scrap wood/plywood 

� Elmer's glue 

� Old spools 

� Buttons 

� Nails 

� Washable markers 

Construction/Farming � Toy trucks/cars/tractors 

� Sand/dirt 

� Small shovels 

� Blocks or small rocks 

� Toy figures (people, animals etc) 

Office � Keyboard 

� Computer (optional) 

� Printer (optional) 

� Paper 

� Washable markers 

� Colored pencils 

� Scissors 

� Stapler/staples 

� Paper clips 

� Hole punch 

 

Table 3 
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Research based play interventions 

Type of Developmental Delay Research  Play Behavior 

Developmental Disabilities Park et al., (2008) Parent and child sit next to 

each other and before sharing 

a toy or a book, the father 

tickles, laughs and hugs the 

child for a few seconds to 

increase motivation for the 

child in the coming play 

interaction. 

Language delay; non-verbal  Gill et al., (2011) 

 

Parent observes child and 

imitates child's behaviors. 

When child notices that the 

parent is imitating him/her 

parent initiates movement (i.e. 

clapping hands) and waits for 

toddler to imitate. Parent 

praises toddler when imitation 

takes place.  

Expressive language delay Spencer & Slocum, (2010) Using a hand puppet (i.e. 

Brown Bear), the parent 

explains that he/she is going to 

tell the child a story. Then the 

child will tell the puppet the 

story. Parent makes up a short 

story such as, "Tommy found 

a ball. He threw it up in the 

sky. It didn't come down! Oh 

no, it was stuck in the tree. 

Now you tell Brown Bear the 

story.” Parent responds with 

puppet saying, “Umm,” and 

“Oh,” and nodding the 

puppet's head. 

Developmental language delay Lafferty et al., (2005) Parent and child sit next to 

each other at a table. Using 

shaving cream or play dough, 

the parent draws a consonant 

letter, then names the letter 

and its sound. For example the 

parent might draw the letter T 

and say, "This letter is called 

T, it makes the sound, /t/. Now 

you try it.” Parent asks, “What 

is the name of the letter? What 

sound does it make?”  
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