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The Magic 
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Anyone who has spent much time with young children has witnessed the joy and 
relish with which they approach making and listening to music. All children, regardless 

of ability, circumstance, or cultural background, have a natural affinity for music; 
even children as young as a few months old can keep the beat of a song. Thankfully, 

music is available to everyone on Earth—by singing or crafting instruments from 
whatever materials are available, music is close at hand for us all. Because it is beloved 

and embraced by children, music provides a wonderful opportunity for learning. 
The tones, patterns, and sounds in music can provide a helpful template for building 
early literacy skills in young children, as they correspond to the tones, patterns, and 
sounds in written and spoken language. In fact, music can contribute to learning in 

all subjects, as it requires attention, focus, and flexibility. Research suggests that music 
can be especially effective and unifying in inclusive classrooms with children of varying 
abilities and diverse strengths. In this article, the authors explore how the use of music 
in the classroom can contribute to early literacy learning, and be particularly helpful 

for children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder.
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Ms. Kathy is reading Llama Llama Misses Mama 
(Dewdney, 2009) to the children in her inclusive pre-
school classroom. While most of the children are ac-
tively engaged, Joshua, a child diagnosed with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD), has yet to fully participate in 
the classroom activity. Instead, he keeps his eyes on the 
floor, rocking his body back and forth and playing with 
his fingers. Noticing this, Ms. Kathy reaches to turn 
on the CD player. She announces that it is time to sing 
one of their favorite songs, but they are going to change 
the words to make it about a llama just like in the book. 
Together, they begin to sing to the tune, using the chil-
dren’s names to create rhymes. 

“Willoughby wallowby woo, a llama sat on you.
Willoughby, wallowby wee, a llama sat on me.
Willoughby Walloughby wennifer, 
A llama sat on Jennifer!”

	 As they continue to work through rhyming all the 
children’s names, the children excitedly move their 
hands and feet to the rhythm of the song. Hearing the 
music, Joshua begins moving his head side to side to the 
rhythm of the song. When the children sing the song 
to rhyme with his name, Phoebe, an outgoing girl who 
enjoys singing and playing with her peers, prompts 
Joshua to join in singing. Phoebe is one of the many 
children in Ms. Kathy’s classroom who enthusiasti-
cally participates in group activities. She also plays 
an important role as a peer model for those children 
diagnosed with a disability within the class. Joshua 
responds to Phoebe’s smiling encouragement, and joins 
in singing the last verse of the song.

M
s. Kathy actively seeks ways to 
engage all the children in her 
classroom in a variety of activi-
ties that emphasize early lit-
eracy development. She knows 
that children who consistently 

attend and participate in classroom activities, such 
as Phoebe, have more opportunities to develop and 
learn new skills. Yet children with disabilities, in-
cluding a diagnosis of ASD, may find it challenging 
to engage in many classroom activities (Rosenberg, 
2008). 
	 According to the American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation (APA, 2013), the term “autism spectrum 
disorders” is used to describe a group of lifelong 
developmental disabilities that vary in intensity. It 
is currently estimated that 1 in 68 children in the 
United States will be identified with the disorder, 

and it is five times more common in boys (1 in 42) 
than in girls (1 in 189) (Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, 2014). Core impairments for indi-
viduals with ASD include challenges with social 
interactions, deficits in communication and lan-
guage development, and the presence of stereotypi-
cal and/or repetitive behaviors (APA, 2013). More 
specifically, children with ASD may have difficul-
ties relating with other individuals for social pur-
poses; sharing interest in a common object or event; 
initiating or sustaining a conversation with adults 
and/ or peers through reciprocal, two-way interac-
tions; and sharing their feelings (APA, 2013). Other 
challenges may include repetitive gestures (such 
as hand-flapping), over-responsiveness or under-
responsiveness to various forms of sensation, as 
well as sensory-seeking behaviors (Baranek, Boyd, 
Poe, David, & Watson, 2007). Children with ASD 
may present some, or all, of the aforementioned 
challenges, requiring varying degrees of support 
in many social and academic areas, including early 
literacy development. 
	 Ms. Kathy has noticed that many children in 
her class, including Joshua, respond positively to 
activities involving music. Interactions through 
music engage children and allow Ms. Kathy to 
incorporate early literacy concepts that meet 
learners’ diverse needs. The purpose of this article 
is to review the importance of early literacy skills 
for promoting school readiness and describe how 
music can support this development by engaging 
all children, specifically those with ASD. Three 
effective and seemingly magical music strategies 
can promote engagement and early literacy skills 
for all children in an inclusive preschool setting: 1) 
pre-composed songs, 2) music storybooks, and 3) 
songwriting.  

Early Literacy Skills and Children With ASD
Because of the challenges associated with ASD, it 
is important to focus on developing joint attention 
skills and social communication abilities for 
young children with the disorder. However, other 
learning areas need not be excluded, particularly 
considering that social development does not 
happen in a vacuum (Bellini, 2003). Instead, 
academic and social skills are intertwined and 
learned conjointly. The more young children 
meaningfully engage and interact with peers and 
adults in the room, the more opportunities they 
have to develop and learn a wide range of skills, 
including early literacy development (Broun, 2004). 
	 Early literacy is defined as the developmental 
process beginning at birth through which children 
acquire the foundation for reading, writing, oral 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
ur

op
ea

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 C
yp

ru
s]

 a
t 0

5:
48

 2
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

6 



128  \  Childhood Education

language skills, and communicating (Goldstein, 
2011). Young children develop early literacy by 
participating in everyday activities as they are 
exposed to environmental sounds, vocabulary, 
and concepts of print. Foundational early literacy 
skills that are important for later reading success 
include code-based and meaning-focused skills 
(Goldstein, 2011; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). 
Code-based skills are understanding the alphabetic 
principle and phonological awareness. Through 
the alphabetic principle, young children learn that 
letters correspond to sounds. Through phonological 
awareness, they develop a broad awareness 
of sounds around them and they understand 
that words are made up of sound units that can 
be isolated and manipulated. Acquisition of 
phonological awareness skills before 1st grade is a 
strong predictor of later reading success (National 
Center for Family Literacy, 2008). Meaning-
focused skills encompass a broad range of oral 
language skills, including vocabulary development, 
grammar, and word knowledge. These skills 
help children make sense of written material and 
comprehend stories and narratives. Systematic 
instruction of code-based and meaning-focused 
skills has the potential to build the skills a child 
needs to succeed in a literate world (Dixon-Krauss, 
Januszka, & Chae, 2010). 
	 In contrast to many of their peers, young children 
with ASD often exhibit an uneven profile in the 
types of early literacy skills they acquire (Lanter 
& Watson, 2008). These children may be able to 
recognize letters in the alphabet and many words, 
but have difficulties with phonological awareness 
and comprehension (Craig & Telfer, 2005; 
Koppenhaver & Erickson, 2003; Nation, Clarke, 
Marshall, & Durand, 2004). Hyperlexia, the ability 
to read words but not comprehend their meaning, 
is also increasingly found among children with 
ASD (Grigorenko, Klin, & Volkmar, 2003; Newman 
et al., 2007). Further, many young children with 
ASD may exhibit significant challenges in oral 
language skills and their vocabulary development 
(Charman, Drew, Baird, & Baird, 2003; Joseph, 
Tager-Flusberg, & Lord, 2002). Research shows that 
many young children with ASD who seem to be 
fluent readers have poor levels of comprehension 
and experience difficulties in integrating language, 
social understanding, and emotional intent (Hale 
& Tager-Flusberg, 2005; Nation, Clarke, Wright, & 
Williams, 2006). 
	 It is essential to consider how early literacy 
skills can be supported in young children with 
ASD. At times, early childhood educators may 
prioritize working on oral language development 

for children with ASD rather than systematically 
building on their broader early literacy skills 
(Bishop & Snowling, 2004; Nation et al., 2004). 
However, reading is a complex process and later 
reading success relies heavily on mastery of both 
code-based and meaning-focused early literacy 
skills (Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998; Perfetti, Landi, 
& Oakhill, 2005). Fluency and comprehension skills 
are hindered if one does not have the meaning-
focused skills to complement code-based skills 
(Goldstein, 2011). Hence, young children with ASD 
need comprehensive early literacy instruction, 
systematically delivered through engaging 
strategies and carefully tailored to their individual 
needs (Bingham & Pennington, 2007; Mirenda, 
2003). 
	 Early educators have the important task of 
promoting early literacy development for all 
children, including those diagnosed with ASD, 
given its importance in future school success 
(Lonigan, Farver, Phillips, & Clancy-Menchetti, 
2009). To do so, early educators need creativity and 
intentionality to promote children’s engagement 
and learning. The integration of music activities 
with an early literacy focus can provide an excellent 
opportunity to embed specific learning goals, 
scaffold children’s participation, and help children 
experience success within a child-centered, playful 
context (Hallam, 2010). The following section 
reviews research on the use of music to promote 
young children’s engagement and early literacy 
development within an inclusive early childhood 
setting.  

Music, Engagement, and Early Literacy
Music can encourage engagement and contribute to 
the learning of specific skills, through an interactive 
and joyful atmosphere (Campbell, 2010). Activities 
involving music have been noted for their potential 
to promote young children’s early literacy skills 
(Hill-Clarke & Robinson, 2004; Lessard & Bolduc, 
2011). For example, recent studies examining 
children’s musical aptitude, sound sensitivity, and 
sound manipulation in language demonstrated 
a strong correlation between music interventions 
and phonological awareness skills, as well as 
the ability to increase children’s enthusiasm and 
engagement during the music activities (Anvari, 
Trainor, Woodside, & Levy, 2002; Darrow et al., 2009; 
Register, 2001). Further, music activities provided an 
important context for meaning-focused early literacy 
skills, such as retention, recall of information, 
vocabulary development, and making inferences 
through discussion of the lyrics and the narrative in 
each song (Hallam, 2010). 
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	 To better understand the positive impact of 
music, it is important to note the similarities 
between music and children’s early literacy 
development. Both music and early literacy skills 
require the ability to listen to sounds, recognize 
them, and reproduce them successfully (Anvari et 
al., 2002). Just as spoken language is composed of 
a stream of connected phonemes, music comprises 
a series of sounds and musical notes or tones 
grouped together (Darrow et al., 2009). Because of 
these similarities, the human brain processes music 
and spoken language in similar ways (Loewy, 
2004). 
	 Music activities and songs embedded in 
the classroom routines can offer a predictable 
structure, repetitive language, kinesthetic 
experiences, and a story line that support all 
children’s social and academic learning. Music 
has been used successfully to promote cognitive, 
auditory, communication, and early literacy 
development for young children with ASD (Kaplan 
& Steele, 2005). Studies about including songs 
or interactive music-making in interventions 
for children with ASD have reported positive 
results regarding children’s level of engagement 
and academic growth (Carnahan, Musti-Rao, & 
Bailey, 2009; Lanter & Watson, 2008), including 
improved listening and oral language skills, 
increased interactions with others in social settings, 
and enhanced vocabulary development and 
literacy skills (McIntire, 2007; Simpson & Keen, 
2011). Further, these musical experiences often 
include timing, pacing, and pausing, all important 
components of interactive activities with young 
children with ASD (Christie, 2009). In response, the 
recent Standards National Project conducted by the 
National Autism Center (2009) classified music as 
an emerging evidence-based practice.
	 The incorporation of musical experiences into 
daily routines can promote learning and belonging 
within inclusive early education settings. For 
children with ASD, music activities can allow them 
to enjoy their time in the classroom, share their 
interests, engage with adults and other children, 
and experience a sense of accomplishment 
by being included in the classroom’s routines 
(Hallam, 2010). The following sections detail three 
ways that early educators can use music within 
their classrooms to support the early literacy 
development of all children in their classrooms. 
Ms. Kathy’s class will demonstrate how using pre-
composed songs, music stories, and song writing 
can engage learners such as Phoebe who are 
typically developing and others, like Joshua, who 
are diagnosed with ASD. 

Teaching Through Pre-Composed Songs
Early childhood educators can use an abundance of 
pre-composed songs to promote early literacy skills 
in a joyful and engaging way. Songs can be found 
through a quick Internet search, by browsing cur-
riculum books, by borrowing albums from a local 
library, or by recalling songs from our own child-
hoods. In choosing songs, it is important to con-
sider what skills are the focus and how all children 
can be actively engaged (Yopp & Yopp, 2009). As 
children become more familiar with a song’s lyrics, 
educators can embed opportunities to work on dif-
ferent or more complex code-based and meaning-
focused early literacy skills (Goldstein, 2011). For 
example, in supporting phonological awareness, 
educators may begin by pointing out different 
sounds in the song and talking about how these are 
similar or different to ones they hear in their envi-
ronment. As children’s understanding grows, song 
lyrics can be used to isolate and manipulate sounds 
in words, and children can be encouraged to clap 
their hands (or pat their shoulders) for the differ-
ent sounds they hear. Different vocabulary words 
within the song can be discussed and follow-up 
games or art activities can promote comprehension 
about the song’s content. With repeated use, a song 
provides a predictable structure that enhances par-
ticipation by young children, including those with 
ASD (Lanter & Watson, 2008).

It is a sunny Friday afternoon and Ms. Kathy has 
devoted time to phonological awareness activities that 
develop familiarity with sounds the children hear 
around them. Joshua has not seemed very responsive in 
the activities thus far. He is in the corner of the room 
playing with a fire station toy; he sets the light on and 
smiles every time he pushes the button to re-activate. 
Ms. Kathy knows that Joshua loves riding the bus and 
other vehicles and so she decides to lead the children 
in singing the song, “Wheels on the Bus” to get his 
attention. Phoebe and many of the children are familiar 
with this tune and eagerly raise their hands after the 
first verse to provide ideas for other sounds heard on a 
bus. Ms. Kathy notices Joshua swaying to the song and 
attempting a few of the actions. As she begins a new 
verse, “The rain on the glass goes . . .” she pauses, and 
has all the children repeat the words, “splat splat splat” 
together. Joshua echoes the words with them and seems 
to benefit from the repetitive tune of the song. During 
the activity, Joshua has opportunities to listen to others, 
wait for his turn, and act out the lyrics along with 
everyone else. Since Joshua does not always use spoken 
language to respond, music creates a context where he 
can experience success with the group activities and 
learn from interactions with others. 
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Musical Storybooks 
Early childhood educators can use children’s 
musical storybooks that include folksongs and 
familiar nursery rhymes to enhance engagement 
and learning of all children in their classroom. 
Music within a story can stimulate young learners 
and promote literacy growth. A book can provide 
a context that enables higher level thinking, 
engages children within a storyline, and promotes 
opportunities for a variety of code-based and 
meaning-focused early literacy skills (Goldstein, 
2011). One such example is There Was an Old Lady 
Who Swallowed a Fly (Adams, 2003). Early childhood 
educators may use this musical storybook as an 
opportunity to reinforce a variety of skills, such 
as rhyming (fly-why). While repeating the song, 
the same activity can serve to practice beginning 
sounds (c-at, f-at, b-at), building on the children’s 
prior knowledge. The story and the pictures can 
provide opportunities for children to practice story 
recalling and even to share what may happen next 
to the Old Lady. The music provides an engaging 
context that differs from mere repetition and rote 
rehearsal, and it can engage children, including 
those with ASD, so that they remain attentive 
during the activity. More examples on musical 

storybooks and how they can be used to support 
early literacy are provided in Table 1. 

Noticing they have some time before lunch, Ms. Kathy 
decides to support familiarity with tongue twisters 
and make meaningful connections among literature, 
vocabulary, and word construction by reading a music 
storybook to her class. She chooses Risseldy Rosseldy 
(Feierabend & Nguyen, 2005a). This is a book that she has 
read once before; the children love the fun, tongue-twisters 
on each page that allow them to experiment with sounds 
in language and music. She begins singing the first page:

“I married my wife in the month of June
Risseldy, rosseldy, mow, mow, mow, 
I carried her off in a silver spoon.” 

The children are engaged and excited, joining in at the 
right moment for the tong-twister part, saying together: 

“Risseldy, rosseldy, hey bambassity 
Nickety, nackety, retrecal quality,
Willowby, wallowy, mow, mow, mow.”

Joshua seems to remember the book. Ms. Kathy notices 
that he is repeating the tongue-twister along with his 

Examples of Musical Storybooks to Promote Early Literacy

Song Description Early Literacy Skill 

“Little Tommy Tucker” American folksong, verses 
relevant to food

Alliteration, beginning sound

“Hot Cross Buns” American folksong, repeated 
melody with a chorus part

Vocabulary development, ending sounds

“The Derby Ram” American folksong, book that 
captures the adventures of the 
Derby Ram

Environmental sounds 

“My Aunt Came Back” American echo folksong that 
builds to children’s engagement 
as the story unfolds

Rhyming, beginning phoneme substitution

“The Crabfish” American folksong about the 
hilarious actions of a husband 
who tries to help his sick wife

End sound substitution, familiarity with print

Note: Information on the books and the tune of the folksongs can be found at www.giamusic.com/bios/john-feierabend 

Table 1
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peers without being prompted. Because Ms. Kathy has 
observed Joshua’s emerging code-based and meaning-
focused early literacy abilities related to sound matching 
and listening comprehension, she can challenge him 
with more complex skills. As a next step, she shows the 
pictures from the book and asks children to recall the 
story and make connections with their own lives. All 
the children enjoy participating in the storytelling while 
they practice important meaning-focused skills. Ms. 
Kathy notices, for example, that Phoebe is comfortable 
in describing and explaining the book pictures. Ms. 
Kathy challenges her by asking what happens next before 
she turns the page. Other children join in to say what 
happens next in the story and offer comments on the 
adventures.

Writing Your Own Songs
Song writing allows teachers to create their own 
songs with their students so they can easily 
integrate the children’s interests and their level 
of skills into the activities. Song writing can build 
on invented songs that children create and share 
with others as part of their musical and play 
activities (Barrett, 2006). During song writing, the 
blend of music and language elements within the 
song provides opportunities for a broad range of 
code-based and meaning-focused skills, including 
exposure to sound manipulation, oral language, 
new vocabulary, grammar, and word knowledge 
(Humpal & Wolf, 2003). Adapting a well-known 
tune can promote participation and learning with 
children who have ASD, because of the tune’s 
familiarity and predictability (Hallam, 2010; Kaplan 
& Steele, 2005). 
	 For a successful songwriting experience, the 
teacher needs to identify the early literacy skills 
she wants to emphasize. Depending on the 
abilities of her students, she may use the activity to 
support phonological awareness, enhance sound 
manipulation, and/or reinforce storytelling. As a 
group, the class can come up with a theme or a title, 
with Ms. Kathy writing it down for all to see. This 
is a good opportunity to promote print awareness 
and even remind the children about beginning 
sounds and some of the letters they already know. 
Next, she may prompt the children to think about 
words, objects, or pictures that align with the title/
theme. The teacher may use questions or prompts 
to elicit more responses from the children. She 
can also encourage children who are not verbally 
responding to make actions or sounds to indicate 
what happens next in the story. The teacher may 
write down the words and/or draw pictures that 
go with these words. The teacher can then design 
a tune for a song or change the lyrics of a familiar 

tune to match the ideas brainstormed. Considering 
the challenges that children with ASD may 
experience, early childhood educators can modify 
songs to meet each child’s individual needs. This 
may include, but is not limited to, more actions and 
fewer spoken words, repetition, and scaffolding 
children’s participation in a flexible way to promote 
engagement and development of important early 
literacy skills.    

Ms. Kathy wants to focus on specific code-based early 
literacy skills, including listening to the ending sounds 
in words and rhyme during circle time today. With the 
children sitting around her holding hand drums, she 
starts humming the melody of the song “My Aunt Came 
Back” (Feierabend & Nguyen, 2005b). The children are 
asked to keep the beat of the tune on their instruments. 
Phoebe is beating her drum very fast, and Ms. Kathy 
reminds her that she needs to listen to the music and 
follow it with her drum. Joshua, who enjoys moving to 
the music and keeping a steady beat, follows the tempo 
with ease:

“My aunt came back from old Japan,
And she brought with her a waving fan.”

The lyrics of the song offer Ms. Kathy an opportunity to 
introduce the concept of rhyming. When the children are 
comfortable identifying the rhyming words, Ms. Kathy 
changes the familiar lyrics to emphasize certain ending 
sounds and make the song more personal and engaging. 
She brings out a ball and starts singing to the tune of 
Ms. Mary Mack:

“Oh! Ms. Kathy came back, she is in the class, 
(And) She brought with her a ball to … (i.e., pass).”

Phoebe excitedly finishes up the sentence and says 
“pass” along with her peers. Joshua does not verbally 
participate in the activity. However, he stays engaged 
while beating his drum. Ms. Kathy is writing down the 
new lyrics and drawing pictures of the new words that 
rhyme. Later in the day, she will repeat the activity using 
pictures of the words the children have incorporated into 
the song. She is planning to prompt Joshua, and other 
children who seem to be struggling to participate, by 
showing pictures of items that rhyme.  

Conclusion
Music has the potential to be a valuable teaching 
method to engage young children and support 
their early literacy development, including those 
with ASD. While children are involved in music at 
their individual ability levels, early educators can 
intentionally integrate a variety of joyful activities 
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individualized to the needs of the children in their 
group. Pre-composed songs, musical storybooks, 
and song writing can be incorporated into their 
classroom routines to encourage literacy learning 
at a variety of developmental levels. To be more 
effective when embedding such music strategies in 
early childhood settings, teachers may consider the 
following:

•	 Reflect on the children’s interests and the range 
of their abilities to maximize every child’s 
opportunity to develop at their own level

•	 Include sensory and kinesthetic experiences (such 
as clapping hands and moving to the music) to 
scaffold the participation of children who may 
not respond verbally and to ensure that there 
are multiple means of representation (auditory, 
kinesthetic, visual, with concrete objects) for each 
concept presented

•	 Be intentional about the early literacy skills 
(code-based and meaning-focused skills) that are 
embedded within the music activities

•	 Be intentional and align the music activities with 
the teaching focus of the day and the weekly 
theme, if there is one

•	 Give clear step-by-step instructions regarding 
the form of the music activity and the expected 
academic content and actions

•	 Encourage children to take initiatives and to 
pair with each other to promote all children’s 
participation

•	 Embed music activities throughout the day 
to promote engagement and independent 
development through play. 

Embedding music activities into children’s daily 
routines holds the potential to scaffold young 
children’s learning experiences in an engaging and 
playful way. Shining eyes and smiling faces reflect 
the magic that music can bring in the classroom. 
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