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Preface

One of the most challenging areas facing literacy educators today is in-
troducing young children to the joys and purposes as well as the underlying
skills and strategies related to literacy. In order to encourage lifelong literacy
while simultaneously developing basic understandings of letters and sounds,
how books work, and ways that literacy exists and can be used in everyday
life is one of the more hotly debated topics in our field. Barly Literacy In-
struction is intended for teachers, both preservice and inservice, and teacher
educators who wish to expand their knowledge about teaching young chil-
dren to read and write. We have written the book so that educators with a
variety of experiences—from classroom teachers to those working in re-
source rooms to the family support system—can build and expand their
knowledge about early literacy instruction. '

The comprehensive scope of the book encompasses standards for early
literacy instruction, instructional strategies, alternative assessment proce-
dures, strategies for making program connections, and ways to integrate chil-
dren’s home literacy into the classroom. This engaging, user-friendly text
makes the ideas readily accessible to those interested in helping young chil-
dren learn to read. We begin each chapter with a set of vignettes, which are
windows into the thinking, reading, and writing of young children before they
engage the text. These vignettes provide real-world examples of children
entering print worlds. The vignettes that begin each chapter have been care-
fully chosen to emphasize key points in the chapter—in effect, the vignettes
are the text equivalent of videotapes, brief plays, or photo albums that illus-
trate the principles and key points within the chapter. Through the vignettes,
the instructional ideas come alive.

The vignettes instantiate the second key feature of the book—an over-
arching set of principles grounded in socio-cultural theory as applied to
the literacy education of young children. We detail a coherent theory about
what literacy is and how children learn literacy. Each chapter focuses on a
specific aspect of how teachers create classrooms that immerse children
in theoretically-sound, meaningful literacy through events, lessons, and
activities.

We present a balanced perspective of early literacy instruction. We bal-
ance information about theory and practice. We balance between and among
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the language arts, between holistic literacy activity and specific skill devel-
opment, and we balance between a school-to-home and a home-to-school
connection. For both beginning and experienced teachers, we provide spe-
" cific ideas and tools to support their teaching. These ideas and tools include
book lists, assessment tools, sample lesson plans, word lists relevant to dif-
ferent activities, and activities for writing in library and play centers.

This perspective is especially appropriate for classrooms with high con-
centrations of low-income children, because of its emphasis on reasons for
reading and writing as well as on the foundational skills of reading and writ-
ing. From the kindergartner, who is eager to read but doesn’t recognize any
words, to the second grader, who is anxious to read more chapter books in
third grade, literacy learning over the early childhood period covers a gamut
of skills and understandings. The overviews and chapter summaries make
the content of each chapter easy to identify by the reader and provide quick
access to specific information included in the chapter.

This book is designed for teachers, parents, and teacher educators who
are looking for an engaging and accessible text that focuses on the topic of
learning to read. In today’s climate, a book that supports readers’ theoretical
understanding and provides practical knowledge can be extremely valuable.
Early literacy instruction is one of the most fundamental goals of schooling—
one that sets the stage for our students’ lifelong learning and success. We
hope that this volume can provide an important contribution to the search
for ever-improving ways to meet the needs of our diverse, young learners.

This volume would not have been possible without the help from a num-
ber of people, shaping our initial conceptions of the book and supporting the
development of the text. We gratefully acknowledge the children and teach-
ers in the Right Start in Reading Project and the Barly Literacy Project. We
have learned much about learning to read and creating classrooms where
children learn to read by being members of these classrooms and of these
teacher communities.

The content of this book also benefits immeasurably from the questions
our students asked as we used this book in teacher education courses at the
University of Colorado, Boulder, the University of Michigan, and Michigan
State University. The reviewers of earlier versions of this manuscript—
Sheila Cohen, SUNY Cortland; Jill Fitzgerald, University of North Carolina,
Chapel Hill; Lea McGee, Boston College; and Bill Teale, the University of
Ilinois at Chicago—also raised questions and proposed solutions that aided
us immensely in achieving our goal of a comprehensive and accessible book
for arange of educators. The patience of Karen Skalitzky, Katrina Saltonstall,
and Lori Levin, who conducted endless searches for children’s books and
other resources, meant that our vision of a rich set of examples and resources
became a reality.

Without the support of Jo-Anne Weaver at Harcourt Brace, the Harcourt
Brace Literacy Series and this book would not have been accomplished. We
are confident that Jo-Anne did not anticipate the length of our relationship
when we contacted her with the idea of the series, including this book. Tracy
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Napper, our developmental editor at Harcourt Brace, has been patient and
encouraging, which are dispositions that she had many occasions to abandon
but, thankfully, did not. For their vision, good huumor, and consistent encour-
agement, we are truly grateful to Jo-Anne and Tracy.

Finally, for their support in so many ways, we thank Charley Fisher and
Jim Gavelek. They can now watch the summer sunsets on Beaver Island
without the background of our discussions about “the books”. . . atleast until
the next edition.

EHH/TER
Ann Arbor
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chapter Jl

Beginning the Process:
Understanding the Perspective

VIGNETTE 1.1

On the first day of school, Christopher, a kindergartner, responded to the
question of what he was going to learn in school with the comment, “To
read! So that I can say the words in case my mom forgets how.”

(Boulder Daily Camera, August 26, 1987)

VIGNETTE 1.2:

In sitting on a plane beside a four-year-old who was holding a copy of
“Little Red Riding Hood,” a literacy educator commented to the child,
“Oh, I see you're reading ‘Little Red Riding Hood’.” “I'm not reading it,”
the child stated emphatically. “T'm just looking at the pictures. I'll learn to
read when I'm in kindergarten.” Later, as the educator saw the child
mouthing some of the words, she commented, “I thought you couldn’t
read.” The child replied, “I wasn’t reading! I was just remembering.” Still
later, after observing the child’s turning back a page to look more carefully
at the text, the educator said, “I caught you. You were too reading.” To
this the child responded, “Okay! So probably I did read just that one
little part!”

(Harste & Burke, 1993, pp. v-vi)

The kindergartner in the first vignette expresses a wish of many young
children when they enter school—to learn to read and write. Young chil-
dren typically are enthralled by books and want to learn to read and write.
As the actions and comments of the four-yedr-old in the second vignette
demonstrate, many young children know a great deal about reading and
writing, including the ability to read “just that one little part” of familiar
books.

As teachers of young children, our task is to build on what children
already know about reading and writing and to turn their expectations about
becoming readers and writers into reality. We recognize that this does not
happen either magically or instantly. Reading and writing are acquired
through the hard work of children, their teachers, and their families. The

3



4 CHAPTER 1 Beginning the Process

goal of this book is to provide teachers with insights to help them create
contexts where their students can thrive as readers and writers.

The building blocks that create the foundation for such contexts are
teachers’ understandings about how children learn to read and what literacy
is. These understandings determine the experiences that teachers initiate
and the interactions they have with children. For example, in a kindergarten
classroom that values children’s existing literacy knowledge, children are
invited to bring familiar books to share with their teacher and classmates.
Accomplishments with familiar books such as those of the child in the sec-
ond vignette are acknowledged and referred to frequently as new reading and
writing tasks are introduced. If the first day of school finds kindergartners
taking home a picture with an accompanying label that they can share with
family members, they will soon see themselves as readers. In contrast, the
wish of kindergartners such as Christopher in the first vignette may soon be
extinguished in classrooms where literacy is equated with matching letters
or shapes on worksheets, or engaging in other decontextualized skill activities.

Because teachers’ actions in classrooms emanate from underlying views
of literacy and literacy acquisition, we devote the first section of this book to
developing the foundation for a particular view of literacy and its acqui-
sition—the emergent literacy perspective elaborated by social constructivist
theory. The theoretical foundation underlies the remaining two sections of
the book: the presentation of instructional experiences, materials, and as-
sessments in Section II and the liaisons to other school and community
contexts in Section III.

In this chapter, we contrast two prominent views of literacy and how it
is acquired, views that dominate today’s classrooms: reading readiness and
emergent literacy. However, because we believe a unified view creates a solid
and manageable foundation for creating desirable classroom contexts, we
elaborate one of the perspectives—emergent literacy—as the basis for our
book. This perspective provides a strong conceptual and practical foundation
for understanding both how children become literate and the knowledge they
must acquire.

Views of Literacy Acquisition

Philosophies about the best way to introduce novices to literacy are as old as
literacy itself (Venezky, 1984). In 20th-century America, issues surrounding
the instruction of reading have loomed larger than ever, mostly because of
the central role that literacy serves individuals and society in a technological
age. In the last survey, conducted over a decade ago, well over 165 beginning
reading programs were identified (Aukerman, 1984). In each of these pro-
grams, assumptions are made about what children need to learn to become
literate and how this learning can be fostered most effectively in classrooms.
Were we to do an analysis of the assumptions of all of these programs, the
majority would indicate a grounding in one of two theories about children’s
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literacy acquisition: (a) the reading readiness view and (b) the emergent
literacy view.

The reading readiness and emergent literacy theories present contrast-
ing views on how children become literate, what is learned in becoming
literate, and the contexts that support literacy learning. The reading readi-
ness view is best characterized as “bottom-up.” Learning begins with the
discrete skills of letter naming and facility in matching sounds and letters,
moves to word recognition, and, once sufficient skills have accumulated,
results in comprehension. In the emergent literacy perspective, literacy
processes are seen to be acquired interactively. As children participate in
read-aloud and other literacy activities with adults, they comprehend the
functions and meanings of literacy. Within these contexts, children are
guided by their interest and the support of adults in learning about the fea-
tures of text. Because these views manifest themselves quite differently in
instruction, materials, and tests, the choice of one view or another by teach-
ers should be thoughtful and based on an understanding of what these views
imply about the nature of learning and teaching.

Reading Readiness

According to the reading readiness perspective, there is an appropriate men-
tal age at which children can learn to read. The proclivity for reading will
blossom when children have reached this particular maturational point. Un-
til children have reached this point, maturationists regard involvement in
reading activities as futile or even deleterious. According to this argument,
children could acquire faulty strategies or poor dispositions toward reading
because of their lack of maturation. When children attain the maturational
stage associated with reading, the belief is that children will learn to read
with ease regardless of the kind or quality of instruction.

From this perspective, maturation for reading is no different from that
for other physical proficiencies, such as walking. Other than time, the only
factor that could hasten or slow down children’s readiness is intelligence.
That is, as a result of his or her intelligence, a child might arrive at the
maturational stage for reading sooner or later than his or her chronological
peers. Because the maturationists viewed intelligence as genetically predis-
posed, teachers had little function other than to wait for children to arrive at
the appropriate maturational stage for reading. Just as the instructional pro-
gram is not a factor in determining children’s success once they achieve the
appropriate mental age, neither will environmental activities hasten chil-
dren’s readiness for reading.

This theory of maturation was advocated by psychologist G. Stanley Hall
(1904) at the beginning of the 20th century. Through the writing of Hall’s
students, Arnold Gesell (1925) most notably, this theory became popular
among educators during the 1920s and 1930s. A pressing task became the
identification of the ideal age for children to learn to read. A quickly accepted
answer was Morphett and Washburne’s 1931 finding that the children who
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performed best in the reading program of the Winnetka, Illinois, schools had
a mental age of 6 years, 6 months. Questions were not asked about the
particulars of the reading program, even though Winnetka had a reputation
for innovative methods. Mental age soon became equated with chronological
age, an erroneous assumption about the intelligence-testing tradition from
which the mental age metric comes. The official point for reading instruction
became midway into first grade, when students’ average age is six and a half
years.

Once the six-and-a-half-year age was widely accepted as the ideal time
for initiating children into reading, educators were faced with a logistical
problem. If instruction needed to be delayed to await the maturational pro-
cess, a set of activities was required for the first half of first grade when
children were not yet at the appropriate mental age of 6 years, 6 months.
These activities would need to be ones that would not interfere with chil-
dren’s participation and success in reading once they were ready. Conse-
quently, those activities that came to be called “reading readiness” did not
involve reading directly. Instead, they related to dimensions that might be
prerequisites for reading but which did not involve reading itself, such as
visual discrimination and auditory association. Such activities included dis-
criminating among geometric shapes or objects (e.g., different size rabbits or
cars), and eventually discriminating among different individual letters or
letter strings. Auditory association exercises included asking children to
identify pictures of objects that began with the same sound.

By the end of the 1930s, the structure of the reading readiness perspec-
tive was in place despite some critical voices of educators who advocated
other views (e.g., Gates, 1937). The age of 6 years, 6 months had been iden-
tified as the ideal maturational point for learning to read. Reading instruction
was preceded by a period of reading readiness activities that did not directly
involve books or reading. The reading readiness view continued to be the
dominant philosophy held by teachers well into the early 1980s, according
to Durkin’s (1987) interviews and observations. Hiebert and Papierz (1990)
examined kindergarten and first-grade materials of the prominent reading
textbook programs that were approved for use in Texas schools from 1987
through 1992. They found a heavy emphasis on reading readiness activities.
At the kindergarten level, visual, shape, and color discrimination exercises
dominated the workbooks. In the first level of grade-one materials, auditory
discrimination activities were most prominent. No program included illus-
trated literature that teachers might read aloud, nor were there books for
children to explore. Instead, children’s materials at these beginning levels
consisted entirely of workbooks.

In response to the mandates of the 1989 California textbook adoption
(California Language Arts/English Framework Committee, 1987), enlarged
or big books have been integrated into kindergarten programs (Hoffman,
McCarthey, Abbott, Christian, Corman, Curry, Dressman, Elliott, Matherne,
& Stahle, 1994; Morrow & Parse, 1990). However, the presence of big books
in textbook programs does not signal an end to the readiness tradition.
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Teachers’ guides often contain recommendations for exercises that emanate
from the reading readiness perspective, and workbooks or worksheets re-
lated to the books often are patterned after readiness assumptions.

The influence of the reading readiness perspective extends beyond ma-
terials or instructional guides. Tests based upon the reading readiness con-
struct dominate the assessments given to young children. In many states and
districts, these tests are a primary source of information that kindergarten
and first-grade teachers use in recommending whether children should enter
school or be retained in kindergarten or first grade if they are perceived to
be “unready” (Shepard & Graue, 1992). The numbers recommended for re-
tention based on such information are high in some districts and states (see,
e.g., School Readiness Task Force, 1988). Evaluations show, however, that
these tests fall far short of the mark in predicting children’s success in first
grade. In studying the practices of nine school districts, Ellwein, Walsh, Eads,
and Miller (1991) found that the reading readiness tests used for decisions
about school entry or kindergarten retention were accurate in verifying a
child’s success in first grade less than half the time (i.e., less accurate than a
coin toss). However, the majority of districts continued to use the tests as
the basis for recommendations to parents and for teachers’ decision making.
Such examples of reading readiness test use reflect how entrenched the read-
ing readiness perspective has been in early childhood contexts in American
schools.

Emergent Literacy

The phrase “emergent literacy” came into currency in the mid-1980s with
the publication of Teale and Sulzby’s (1986) edited volume. However, the
construct the label represents had been present for several decades, with
origins dating back even earlier (see, e.g., Dewey, 1938). The emergent liter-
acy perspective has achieved widespread recognition through the research
within cognitive psychology and linguistics during the 1960s that raised
questions about the reading readiness concept. Further, mandates from large
states (e.g., Texas Proclamation, 1990) required beginning reading materials
to reflect an emergent literacy perspective, furthering its recognition.

In this section, we describe three expressions of the emergent literacy
perspective during the past several decades: (a) learning to read as natural,
(b) the Piagetian view of literacy acquisition, and (c¢) emergent literacy elab-
orated by a social constructivist perspective. Although the perspectives can
be distinguished from one another, all share the essence conveyed by the
term “emergent literacy.” The “emergent” part of the label means that liter-
acy is seen as developing over an extended period of time. In home and
community contexts, young children see written language on signs, labels,
and television. Even when adults do not consciously teach children to read
and write, children create hypotheses about the uses, meanings, and forms
of written language. The use of “literacy”’—rather than reading or writing—
has an important implication as well. Not only is writing viewed as important
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in its own right but it interrelates with reading. The term literacy also con-
veys the grounding of learning in language. As a language process, literacy
builds on what children already know—and young children know a great
deal about language.

The first manifestation of emergent literacy can be traced to a new the-
ory in linguistics—that young children are predisposed to learn language
(Chomsky, 1965). The second view of emergent literacy—as a set of cogni-
tive and linguistic processes—reflects the popularity of Piaget’s (1962, 1977)
theory that described young children as active cognitive processors. A third
view of emergent literacy, based on social-constructivist theory, empha-
sizes the mechanism of social interaction in children’s literacy learning.
Most teachers identify one or both of the first two perspectives—learning
to read as natural and the cognitive and linguistic processing of literacy
acquisition—when asked to describe emergent literacy. We present these
two variations before discussing the contributions of the social-constructivist
perspective.

Learning to Read as Natural. The fundamental principle underlying this
view of literacy acquisition is that children learn to read and write in the
same way that they learn to talk and listen. Children successfully acquire
oral language at an early age in the busy contexts of homes and communities
such as grocery shopping, getting dressed, and taking a bath. This learning
has been described as natural because children become adept at speaking
and listening without a single lesson on elements of speech. This perspective
built on Chomsky’s (1965) theory that all children are born “wired” for the
universals of linguistic structure. According to Chomsky, evidence for this
innate disposition to learn language comes from the shared systems of se-
mantics, syntax, and phonology across languages, which argue for shared
physical and mental characteristics of human beings. Without a language
acquisition device, Chomsky reasoned, the task of extracting the rules of
these underlying systems would be nearly impossible for young children be-
cause of the chaotic nature of daily talk.

This theory of an innate disposition to develop rules about language
systems was applied to literacy learning as well. Goodman and Goodman
(1979), in their article “Learning to Read Is Natural,” which gave this per-
spective its label, wrote “We see both oral and written language as learned in
the same way. In neither case is the user required by the nature of the task
to have a high level of conscious awareness of the units and system. In both
cases control over language comes through the preoccupation with commu-
nicative use” (p. 139).

Drawing heavily on anecdotes of parents and reports of the literacy
learning of preschool readers, Goodman and Goodman (1979) characterized
participation in daily literacy events as paramount to preschool readers’
learning. Amidst the “noise” of home environments, children watched, lis-
tened, and asked questions in storybook reading with adults, talked about
words on clothes while adults assisted them in dressing, or scribbled mes-
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sages to other family members. In the process, these children became con-
ventional readers and writers.

Substantiation that young children acquired the rules or conventions of
the systems of written language in these natural settings came from linguists
such as Read (1971, 1975). After examining the writing of young children,
Read described the spellings in these productions as showing evidence of
“invented spelling” systems. These young children had developed ways of
systematically representing sounds with symbols as they wrote messages.
The rules that governed older preschoolers’ spellings were closer to the
speech-symbol representations that adults use than those of younger pre-
schoolers. But the representations of younger preschoolers showed consis-
tent application of a particular set of rules. The presence and evolution of
these invented spelling systems, Read suggested, reflect students’ natural
development of their knowledge of the written language system.

Early literacy acquisition from the learning-to-read-as-natural perspec-
tive occurs when children are immersed in contexts where they can use
written language to communicate. When children’s home environments have
not held sufficient opportunities for them to become proficient readers and
writers, the responsibility lies within schools to create such contexts. The
learning-to-read-as-natural perspective came to describe the underlying view
of literacy acquisition in the whole language movement, a philosophy that
has been influential in American literacy instruction over the past decade
(Goodman, 1986, 1989). The major roles of teachers in primary-level, whole
language classrooms were to make available many meaningful literacy ex-
periences for students and to converse and conference with students (see,
e.g., Edelsky, Altwerger, & Flores, 1990; Weaver, Stephens, & Vance, 1990).

The Piagetian View of Emergent Literacy. The second strand of the emer-
gent literacy perspective drew as heavily from Piaget’s (1962, 1977) theory
of cognitive development as it did from work on language development. Pi-
aget’s influence is reflected in an emphasis on cognitive structures and proc-
esses as the source for literacy acquisition (see Clay, 1966, 1972, 1991;
Ferreiro & Teboroskey, 1982; Sulzby & Teale, 1986, 1991). Researchers such
as Clay, Ferreiro, and Sulzby and Teale did not ignore the underlying linguis-
tic foundation of literacy learning, but they were particularly intrigued by
Piaget’s concepts, such as assimilation and accommodation, the two primary
mechanisms of development, as well as his suggestion of developmental
stages.

From this perspective, the writing system becomes an object of knowl-
edge for young children. They construct hypotheses to explain the nature
and uses of writing. These constructions are unique, not simply replicas of
what adults have attempted to teach them or what they have seen. For ex-
ample, a child may produce a wavy line and state emphatically that the line
says “I love Grandma” even though the child has never seen anyone “read”
a wavy line. Because of underlying cognitive structures and processes and
the nature of the representational system of writing, the constructions
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of different children share a developmental progression as they make sense
of the forms and rules of writing. Although the hypotheses of children are
not precisely the same, the issues that puzzle children and the processes that
they bring to bear on these issues are similar. Children’s hypotheses about
written language follow a general progression in their consistency and logic
that can be characterized as stages (Teale, 1986). The hypotheses about
written language of children at a developmental level will deal with similar
dilemmas and illustrate the application of similar cognitive processes.

Children use processes of assimilation or accommodation as they at-
tempt to make sense of writing. Assimilation refers to the transformation of
new knowledge into the known or familiar (Yussen & Santrock, 1978). When
the new knowledge is sufficiently discrepant or the tried and true strategies
do not mesh with the new, children may modify their existing modes of
thinking to accommodate the new knowledge (Yussen & Santrock, 1978).
This accommodation may be slight initially as children attempt to restruc-
ture their understanding of the writing system. When the information is
discrepant enough and the familiar structures inadequate, children go
through an “aha” experience as they realize new rules or ways of construct-
ing rules.

An illustration of assimilation and accommodation of information about
the writing system comes from Ferreiro (1986). In her longitudinal project
in Mexico, individual interviews between an adult and a child occurred every
several months, beginning at two years of age and extending to six years.
These interviews centered around such tasks as writing names or familiar
words. By age 4 years, 8 months, Mariana—one of Ferreiro’s case study
children—had learned to write and read her name. In the interview that
occurred at this point, Mariana was asked to write oso (bear), which she had
learned to write at school. She dutifully wrote it—OSO. Then the interviewer
asked her if more or fewer letters would be needed to write hormiguita (little
ant). Mariana promptly answered: “Less! Because it is very small! Only two”
(Ferreiro, 1986, p. 46). Her writing of the word hormiguita illustrates assim-
ilation in that she used the word she knew which represented a big animal—
0so (bear)—and produced SO. When Mariana read “Hor-mi” as she pointed
to SO, she added the letter “s” to the end (SOS), saying “ga” when she
pointed to that letter. When reminded by the interviewer that the word was
hormiguita, Mariana added yet another letter (SOSE) and read “Hor-mi-gui-
ta.” At this point, however, she compared her text of “SOSE” with the text of
“OSO” for bear. She declared that neither one was right. She realized a con-
flict that she was unable to resolve at this developmental stage. The changes
or accommodations that she had made to her spelling of hormiguita were
based on the hypothesis that every unit of sound (i.e., a syllable) should be
represented by a symbol. When this hypothesis resulted in a representation
for hormiguita that was substantially longer than oso, there was a conflict
with Mariana’s earlier hypothesis that the physical size of the object and its
written representation should correlate. Six months later, Mariana’s writing
showed that the hypothesis regarding a correlation between the quantitative
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size of objects and symbols had been dropped. She had changed her view of
the writing system to accommodate the idea that particular sounds are con-
sistently represented by particular letters, stopping to correct herself when
she made the sound “ri” while pointing to the letter “a” in her name.

As this illustration of Mariana illustrates, children’s cognitive processes
are in the foreground in this perspective of emergent literacy. Occasions for
interacting with adults and other children in literacy activities are not disre-
garded or viewed as irrelevant. Ferreiro includes descriptions of Mariana’s
home and preschool literacy experiences in the case study. These activities
are not studied, however, for insight into the conversations or events that
supported the changes in Mariana’s hypotheses. The emphasis within this
perspective is on the manner in which children transform information from
their environments. In Ferreiro’s (1986) words, “. . . social practices as well
as social information are not received passively by children. When they try
to understand, they necessarily transform the content received. Moreover,
in order to register the information, they transform it. This is the deep mean-
ing of the notion of assimilation that Piaget has put at the core of his theory”

(p. 16).

Emergent Literacy Elaborated by Social-Constructivist Theory. Scholars
from the learning-to-read-as-natural and the Piagetian perspectives of emer-
gent literacy directed attention to young children’s knolwedge about liter-
acy. As the directives for textbook adoptions in major states indicated (Cali-
fornia Language Arts/English Framework Committee, 1987; Texas Education
Agency, 1990), these emergent literacy views soon became integrated into
policies and materials. Such widespread implementation of emergent liter-
acy perspectives raised numerous questions about the translation of this
theory into practice. Would children who had not been immersed previously
in literate environments become highly literate through natural language
activities in classrooms? Were Piagetian stages something that teachers
needed to await as a function of children’s cognitive growth or were they
influenced by instruction?

Almost all of the emergent literacy research on young children’s strate-
gies and knowledge had been based on youngsters from middle-class homes
or preschools. For example, Read’s (1971, 1975) conclusions on the emer-
gence of invented spelling systems had been based on children who attended
Montessori preschools in which children are taught early about correspon-
dences between sounds and letters (Montessori, 1964). Children who have
had frequent opportunities to apply their sound-letter knowledge with
wooden blocks and other materials might be expected to approach the task
of spelling words with ease and confidence, as Read’s subjects did.

Older preschoolers’ invented spellings understandably would be more
sophisticated than younger preschoolers’, but children’s capabilities at in-
vented spelling and other aspects of literacy required constructs beyond lin-
guistic and cognitive processing. Specifically, what were the conversations
that directed the cognitive processes of a child such as Mariana to new features
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of literacy? The social-constructivist (also referred to as sociohistorical) theory
of Vygotsky (1962, 1978, 1987), directs attention to the interaction around
books in children’s homes. With the benefit of Vygotsky’s insights into how
children learn, we can revisit the studies of young children with extensive
emergent literacy to glean from these contexts principles that educators
might apply to classrooms for children with limited prior literacy experience.

In particular, Vygotsky’s theory directs attention to the role of adults in
children’s learning of scientific concepts, such as literacy. Literacy is one of
the higher-level tools of a culture, according to Vygotsky, not a cognitive
process that develops naturally in all humans. Unlike oral language, literacy
has not been a part of all cultures. In cultures where literacy was developed,
it served functions that allowed a culture to maintain records, to negotiate
and interact across distances, and to document the history and commerce of
the culture. Literacy systems are distinguished by their consistent, system-
atic relations, which have been codified within cultures and have become
the object of analysis and study (Panofsky, John-Steiner, & Blackwell, 1990).
In contrast, although oral language systems are complex, children become
facile in oral language without such analysis because it is a spontaneous
system acquired through immediate use. Proficiency with one’s native lan-
guage develops before the cognitive structures that support the acquisition
of scientific systems have been acquired. Further, oral language is one of the
tools that individuals use in acquiring literacy. In Vygotsky’s words, everyday
concepts stand “between the conceptual system and the world of objects”
(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 180). The everyday concepts of oral language are needed
to understand the manner in which written language systems represent ideas
and objects. Mariana, Ferreiro’s (1986) case study child, believed that the
size of a written representation and that of an object were correlated.
Through oral language, particularly in conversations (including those with
the interviewers who kept probing for explanations), Mariana came to under-
stand the true nature of writing.

When we examine studies of young children’s literacy acquisition, we
find a substantial amount of evidence that parents of children with extensive
emergent literacy had conscious aims about their children’s learning. These
parents can describe at length goals for their children’s literacy learning and
the activities in which they engage their children (Fitzgerald, Spiegel, & Cun-
ningham, 1991). Parents are aware that children’s analysis of written lan-
guage changes over the preschool years (Heath, 1983) and that this analysis
does not occur through didactic instruction. For example, rhyming word
games on a car trip are a favorite pastime of these parents and their children
(Tobin & Pikulski, 1983). Parents are also strategic in their selection of nurs-
ery schools, making choices that share their philosophy about literacy learn-
ing (Cochran-Smith, 1984). By contrast, parents of children whose levels of
emergent literacy are less developed believe that instruction should be di-
dactic and have not regularly engaged their children in literacy activities,
such as read-alouds, and free play with literacy materials, such as chalk-
boards and books (Fitzgerald et al., 1991).
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The manner in which parents talk with their young children, including
encouragement for children to ask questions and the willingness of parents
to respond to these questions, is the primary means whereby parents trans-
late their goals and wishes for their children’s literacy into reality. This social
interaction, Vygotsky (1978) argued, is the means whereby adults draw chil-
dren’s attention to the critical elements of literacy. Thus, oral language be-
comes critical to the acquisition of literacy not only because literacy is a way
of codifying the relationships between sound and print but also because oral
language is the means that adults and older children use to explain the work-
ings of literacy to young children.

When we revisit the literature about young children’s interactions with
their parents around books, we find substantial confirmation for Vygotsky’s
construct of social interaction as the means whereby children come to ana-
lyze print (Wells, 1986). Book reading in homes where children learn a sub-
stantial amount about literacy prior to school entry are characterized by
extended talk about the meanings of books and of words as well as the fea-
tures of print itself (Flood, 1977; Yaden, Smolkin, & Conlon, 1989). These
events are not designed solely as literacy guidance. Rather, as parents ask
children to rhyme words from a book and as children ask parents to show
them a word in a book, children begin the analysis that leads to reading and
writing.

In sum, the social-constructivist theory provides constructs that uncover
reasons why some children learn a great deal about literacy prior to school
entry and others do not. Although all children are exposed to words on signs
and labels, the difference for learning about literacy lies in the interactions
that adults have with children around that literacy. Vygotsky’s theory fo-
cuses on the intent of adults. His theory also highlights such additional mech-
anisms as the features of tasks and the manner in which interaction with
peers complements the guidance of adults. We will elaborate on these con-
structs in the next chapter. It is clear, however, that the social-constructivist
theory allows educators to look beyond the seemingly magical literacy
acquisition of children in supportive home and community environments
and identify strategies that can be applied in school settings for children
without extended prior literacy experiences.

The basis for this book lies in an emergent literacy perspective that has
been informed by a social-constructivist perspective. We refer to this elabo-
rated perspective as emergent literacy throughout the remainder of the book.
The social-constructivist perspective is critical in describing how children
have come to know what they know and how contexts can be created
for those children whose literacy experiences occur primarily in schools—
the concern of Chapter 2. Educators who were influenced strongly by Piaget
and linguists such as Halliday (1977) contributed new views of what chil-
dren learn in becoming literate—a topic that will be the focus of Chapter 3.
However, before we embark on these discussions, we wish to clarify our focus
in this book on applying an emergent literacy perspective within school
contexts.
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Elements of an Emergent Literacy Perspective in Schools

In looking at the how and the what of literacy learning, the creation of
classroom contexts, and extensions to other literacy contexts, we have cho-
sen to emphasize the following: (a) emergent literacy learning in classroom
contexts, (b) the literacy learning of at-risk children, and (¢) developmental
changes from ages 5 through 8.

Classroom Contexts

Advocacy of an emergent literacy perspective for children’s literacy acquisi-
tion has been common in the pedagogical literature (see, e.g., Harste &
Woodward, 1989; Holdaway, 1979; Strickland, 1989), but the emphasis on
the learning-to-read-as-natural and Piagetian interpretations of emergent lit-
eracy has meant a “hands off” approach in terms of early intervention. If
teachers provide rich experiences, children will develop literacy naturally
because of either their linguistic disposition or cognitive reasoning abilities.
There have been few analyses of what makes literacy acquisition in class-
rooms unique from literacy acquisition at home and of how classroom learn-
ing environments might be created that accommodate these differences. As
a result of this lack of attention, Cazden (1991) concluded that numerous
questions exist about the nature of literacy learning in classrooms guided by
an emergent literacy philosophy. These previous gaps in emergent literacy
theory are addressed with the elaboration of emergent literacy by social-
constructivist principles.

This volume applies the elaborated emergent literacy perspective to
classroom settings. Such an emphasis does not mean that the literacies that
children bring to school or the literacies dominant in their homes are ig-
nored. Quite the contrary, the already existing literacies form the foundation
on which an emergent literacy program builds. Further, the goal of an emer-
gent literacy program is to enhance children’s use of literacy in all contexts,
especially those of community and home. But the elaborated view of emer-
gent literacy means that literacy is not viewed solely from the histories of
middle-class children, as was the case with earlier manifestations of the
emergent literacy perspective. The role of schooling in society and the con-
texts of classrooms are sufficiently different from the role and contexts of
children’s homes. Emergent literacy philosophy has much to contribute to
the creation of early childhood environments in which children become pro-
ficient and enthusiastic readers and writers. This book has been written
because, without a recognition of the uniquenesses of classroom settings and
without the identification of solutions that account for these uniquenesses,
the contributions of the emergent literacy perspective may not be realized.

Children in High-Poverty Schools

In this volume, we are particularly concerned with extending an emergent
literacy perspective to classrooms where a high percentage of children live
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in poverty. From the outset, we emphasize that low income cannot and
should not be equated with low expectations or low levels of knowledge.
There is hardly a home where literacy experiences do not occur (Anderson
& Stokes, 1984). Yet, the literacy experiences in some homes can take differ-
ent forms from the common literacy events of schools. For example, the
primary literacy interactions between adult and child in some homes occur
around advertisements for toys in a weekly flyer or favorite comics (Pelle-
grini, Perlmutter, Galda, & Brophy, 1990). But it is a rare kindergarten or
first-grade classroom that integrates these experiences. An emergent liter-
acy perspective in which meaningful literacy experiences and the existing
literacies of children are recognized is especially appropriate for ensuring
the success of children who have often struggled in traditional school
programs.

We explicitly make this focus on children in high-poverty schools not
because the instruction for this group or any other group is different but
precisely because it is the same. Gifted, at risk, low income, high income—
all children need to be immersed in reading and writing experiences from
the start. In many school contexts, low-income children receive discrete
skill instruction—learning letters, letter-sound correspondences, and high-
frequency words such as the and of—before they are given books and allowed
to write. In contrast, the children who already know a great deal about liter-
acy are involved in meaningful literacy experiences. This phenomenon has
been called the “Matthew effect” (Stanovich, 1986, p. 38) from the biblical
referent (Matthew 25:29): “For unto every one that hath shall be given, and
he shall have abundance: but from him that hath not shall be taken away
even that which he hath.” In such a scenario, the rich become richer and the
poor become poorer. The emergent literacy perspective is not aimed at priv-
ileging any particular group. All children benefit in classrooms where literacy
experiences are plentiful and meaningful. Because children who depend on
schools to become literate have been the ones most likely to be subjected to
a “skill and drill” regimen, we make repeated references throughout the book
to the involvement of at-risk children in meaningful literacy experiences.
Our purpose in doing this is to ensure that teachers have a firm vision of the
extension of the emergent literacy perspective to all children. Our intent is
not to perpetuate the labeling of children. An emergent literacy perspective
is an inclusive one, describing the literacy learning and instruction of all
children.

Attending to Needs of Children from Ages Five through Eight

In this book, we are concerned with applying an emergent literacy perspec-
tive to children from ages five through eight. This period spans the primary
grades, beginning with kindergarten and ending with second grade. During
these years, children are initiated into the institution of school, where learn-
ing to read is one of the first tasks. In most schools, the primary grades are
the only time when children are involved in experiences geared to make
them independent readers. If children are not fluent readers by the end of
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second grade, occasions to acquire that proficiency will be few and far
between.

Although the emergent literacy period begins long before school entry
and the underlying principles of learning extend beyond this period, the
expectations placed on children during this period require careful applica-
tion of emergent literacy ideas. Educators within early childhood organiza-
tions have expressed considerable concern with literacy practices for young
children, questioning which practices are developmentally appropriate (Bre-
dekamp, 1987; Bredekamp & Rosegrant, 1992). Read-aloud activities are
included in lists of developmentally appropriate, child-centered practice, but
few other examples of literacy events are provided. Examples of developmen-
tally inappropriate practices inevitably highlight such techniques as auditory
discrimination worksheets or letter-naming lessons (Hyson, Hirsch-Paske, &
Rescorla, 1990). At the same time, unfortunately, analyses of early childhood
contexts indicate that drill and practice activities characterize the literacy
experiences for a growing number of young children (Gallagher & Sigel,
1987; Knapp, Shields, & Turnbull, 1992). When true to the notions of emer-
gent literacy, the experience of literacy acquisition in the early years of
schooling does not involve drill and practice exercises. When an emergent
literacy perspective is applied to school settings, literacy learning during the
primary grades can be an appropriate and enjoyable experience for young
children.

Although the general principles of the emergent literacy perspective ap-
ply to preschool contexts as well, their expression in school contexts should
be unique. Interested readers can find descriptions of developmentally ap-
propriate preschool literacy programs in such books as that of Schickedanz
(1986). The primary-grade period is sufficiently diverse and complex to
merit exclusive attention. Within a particular grade level, the differences
across students can be immense and need to be recognized within an instruc-
tional program. So, too, the differences in children across the primary grades
are great. The five-year-old who begins his or her day of school apprehen-
sively and the second grader anxious to move to third grade differ substan-
tially in knowledge about literacy. The emergent literacy program within a
classroom at any grade level recognizes differences across children just as
the emergent literacy program across the primary grades varies in emphases.

Summary

Success in reading and writing is a goal that is shared by all—teachers, par-
ents, and children themselves. But views on the means of achieving that goal
have been the source of considerable debate. These views emanate from one
of two different philosophies on how children learn and what literacy is:
reading readiness and emergent literacy. From the reading readiness per-
spective, reading learning begins when children have reached a developmen-
tal maturity level. Their first task is to master skills related to the smallest
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parts of written language, specifically letter naming and matching sounds
with letters. These skills become the basis for the next set of skills, and so
on, cumulating in proficient reading or writing.

From the emergent literacy perspective, young children know about and
participate in the functions of literacy long before they can identify or dis-
criminate between letters or letter-sound correspondences. Participation in
such literacy events as loud reading of favorite books with adults or scrib-
bling on paper and chalkboards provides the incentive and knowledge base
for acquiring the forms of conventional literacy, such as recognizing words.
To date, the emergent literacy perspective has been informed largely by lin-
guistic and cognitive perspectives, leading to emphases on either learning to
read as natural or the influence of cognitive thought structures on literacy
learning. The social-constructivist perspective enriches emergent literacy
theory with its attention to the means whereby children’s literacy learning is
supported through particular social interactions and events. By elaborating
upon the special roles of teachers and peers, the social-constructivist per-
spective can be helpful for designing school contexts for children whose lit-
eracy learning occurs primarily in schools. This book applies this elaborated
emergent literacy perspective to the primary grades, particularly in schools
where many children have had few prior literacy experiences.

The next two chapters extend this elaborated emergent literacy perspec-
tive. In Chapter 2, attention is drawn to how children become literate and,
in Chapter 3, to what children learn in becoming literate.
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chapter 2

How Do Young Children
Become Literate?

VIGNETTE 2.1:

At the writing center, Deborah Rowe, a participant-observer in a preschool
classroom, and several children are making a “Get Well” book for one of
the teachers who is in the hospital. Deborah’s message is, “Dear Carol, We
hope you get well SOON ! ! !” As she writes the last word, she reads the
letters out loud: “S O O N, exclamation point, exclamation point, excla-
mation point. Because I want her to get well soon!” Kira, one of the chil-
dren at the center, first asks, “And this is extamotion point. How come?”
and a little later, “And this is extamo ... mo ... motion point cause you
want her to get better real, real fast...really fast!” On each occasion,
Deborah replies, “An exclamation point makes people know that you really
mean it and that you are excited about it. You want her to get well soon!
Not just soon, but soon! Right?” Later, Hana, who has listened to these
interactions, begins a page for Carol and fills the bottom with upside-down
exclamation points. She shows her finished page to Susie, another teacher,
saying, “Carol’s really gonna like this one. There’s a question mark—"
“Exclamation point,” Susie says. “—exclamation point because I really
want her to get well quicker!”

(Rowe, 1989, p. 339)

VIGNETTE 2.2

Corey is a second grader in a classroom where writing is encouraged as a
means for communicating. When the teacher presents a lesson on a new
form of writing—persuasive writing—Corey knows exactly to whom and
about what he wishes to write:

Dear Mrs. Vargas why won’t you
let us talk in the cafatearia? We
have a right to! after all you talk
in the longe any way.

(Temple, Nathan, Burris, & Temple, 1988, p. 201)
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VIGNETTE 2.3

Over several days, Anne Hemmeter, a kindergarten teacher in San Antonio,
Texas, has taught children the nursery rhyme, Hickory Dickory Dock. In
these events, a poster-sized version of the rhyme has been present and Ms.
Hemmeter has tracked the print for students as the rhyme is chanted. This
chart has now been placed in the library corner where it is available for
children to use. Jerry and Jacob have chosen the library center as their free
play center on this particular day. As they pretend to read the chart, they
sweep their hands across the page as they have seen the teacher do, al-
though not with the one-to-one correspondence between the oral and writ-
ten versions. The text states, “Hickory, dickory, dock. The mouse ran up
the clock, The clock struck one, The mouse ran down. Hickory, dickory,
dock.” Jacob says, “T’ll try one. Hickory, Hickory, Dock, Tick Tock. The
mouse ran up the clock. The clock struck one, the mouse ran down.” Jerry
follows Jacob with: “Hickory, Hickory, Dock. The mouse ran up the clock.
Tick Tock.”

(Hemmeter, 1991, p. 13)

In each of these vignettes, children are engaged in literacy acts. Corey’s
spelling of “ca-fat-ear-ia,” Kira’s “extamotion point,” and a mouse left stranded
at the top of the clock in Jerry’s rendition of a classic rhyme are all unique
expressions of literacy. As we will discuss in Chapter 3, these expressions
of literacy are important milestones on the way to becoming literate.
Through experiences such as those illustrated by these vignettes, children
become literate.

Vignette 2.1 shows how oral language permeates interactions that are
part of writing messages. As adults talk about the features of writing, the
attention of Kira, Hana, and their peers is drawn to a new symbol—the excla-
mation point. Further, children express their interpretations of this new fea-
ture of written language, uncovering misconceptions the adults hear and
then clarify through additional comments.

Vignette 2.2 demonstrates the manner in which literacy tasks that fulfill
a genuine purpose for young children push them to apply literacy skills and
strategies. When Corey is given the chance to write a persuasive message, he
chooses to write about a problem that bothers him. His message is well
structured and to the point. His need to communicate is strong enough that
he attempts to spell words that might be intimidating for many second
graders—cafeteria and lounge.

Contexts with teachers and with peers serve different but complemen-
tary purposes in children’s literacy learning as illustrated by Jerry’s and Ja-
cob’s experiences in Vignette 2.3. Both the content of the read-aloud and the
strategy of tracking print that Ms. Hemmeter has modeled are used in Jerry’s
and Jacob’s pretend readings with their peers. Teachers introduce new
knowledge and strategies that children apply and transform in learning situ-
ations with one another.
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The processes of literacy learning we highlight through these vignettes
have their roots in the interdisciplinary theories that we identified in Chap-
ter 1 as the foundation of the emergent literacy perspective. These theories,
especially that of Vygotsky (1978), substantiate the importance of three
processes as the means through which children acquire literacy:

e literacy learning occurs through meaningful use of reading and
writing,

e literacy learning is embedded in oral language, and

e literacy learning occurs in multiple contexts with teachers and with
peers.

In this chapter, we discuss each of these important processes, processes
that serve as principles for guiding teachers’ creation of emergent literacy
classrooms.

Literacy Learning Occurs through Meaningful Use
of Reading and Writing

Languages are used for human beings to communicate with one another to
accomplish the tasks of the culture or, as Searle (1969) has described it, “to
get things done.” This principle of meaningfulness is as fundamental to writ-
ten language as it is to oral language. Human beings write messages to per-
suade others to take particular actions, to document business transactions,
and to share joys and sorrows. Written records allow human interactions to
span great distances of space and time. For example, through writing, man-
dates from a government can be distributed to far-flung municipalities. Indi-
viduals in one generation can document their experiences for another
generation.

These processes in which human beings can engage because of literacy—
reflecting upon and traversing time and distance—led Vygotsky (1978) to
characterize reading and writing as tools of higher-level psychological pro-
cessing. By higher-order tools, Vygotsky referred to the use of reading and
writing as ways of acting and reflecting upon one’s experiences. Describing
the ways in which literacy allows human beings to process information in
new ways, Bruner (1991) states that literacy is the “first step in the empow-
erment of mind, albeit a crucial one . . . literacy not only provides access to
the culture’s written record, it also shapes the way in which mind is used”
(p. vii). Literacy, then, involves a higher-level set of psychological processes
both in the manner in which it is acquired and in the functions in which it
allows human beings to accomplish those processes.

All cultures have not developed reading and writing, nor do all members
of a literate culture use literacy at the same levels. While some individuals in
a technological society survive without literacy, human beings require facil-
ity with the higher-level tools of literacy to participate in the culture as full-
fledged members. There are individuals who can technically read and write
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but who do not use literacy as a source for accessing the literary and scien-
tific knowledge of the culture and for integrating and transforming this
knowledge in their lives. These individuals, Heath (1991) argues, are not
truly literate. Writing and reading for individuals who are truly literate are
not ends in themselves but are means or tools for accomplishing various acts
and goals that would otherwise be impossible.

This view of literacy as higher-order tools of a culture is critical in under-
standing its acquisition by children. Unlike oral language—which adults use
with children from the moment of their birth—written language is used to
differing degrees by the adults in children’s environments. Further, skills in
reading and writing are not required for young children’s nurturing and
growth. While children must speak and listen to accomplish goals such as
being fed and receiving attention from significant others in their environ-
ments, they do not need to read and write to accomplish vital functions. The
expectation is that individuals will have acuity with the higher-level tools of
the society, especially literacy, when they come of age. While adults in chil-
dren’s homes and communities disclose the existence of literacy to children
and, sometimes, uncover the underlying processes to them, school has been
designated as the context where children become facile with the higher-level
tools of the culture, such as literacy and mathematical and scientific sys-
tems. The mandate of the school relates to literacy as defined by Heath
(1991) and Bruner (1991). Technical mastery is expected but so too is ac-
quisition of the knowledge of the culture, such as its literatures, histories,
and philosophies. This definition of literacy also includes proficiency at in-
terpreting the knowledge of the culture in terms of contemporary experiences.

To begin on the lifelong journey that the tools of reading and writing
permit, young children need to participate with literacy in meaningful ways.
Book-reading with adults is a primary way for young children to interact with
literacy, but there are other ways in which they can begin to read and write
as well. Halliday (1977) identified the functions that oral language served for
his young son, functions which can also describe young children’s early read-
ing and writing efforts in their classrooms and homes as the examples in
Table 2.1 suggest.

In these illustrations of literacy use, two features are particularly promi-
nent. First, the productive side of literacy, or writing messages to others,
captures children’s interest as much as, or even more than, the receptive
side of literacy, reading the messages of others. Through signs, journals, and
letters, children can communicate messages. Observations of young children
verify that the production of writing holds at least as much, if not more,
interest for them as does their participation in reading (Durkin, 1966; Read,
1975). Similar to the production of talk, writing a message allows children to
test hypotheses that are not entirely possible with reading. Writing produces
something concrete for young children as a physical representation that
communicates a message of importance. While reading, too, requires hy-
pothesis testing and experimentation, children either respond to the text or
they do not. In contrast, with a written message, young children can apply
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TABLE 2.1 Functions of Oral Language
Function Description Examples from Young Children’s Use of
Written Language
instrumental | “I want” Sign-up sheets in a classroom for milk
(meeting child’s count
material needs)
regulatory “Do as I tell you” Signs put up by children such as:
(child gets others to DO.NAT.KM.IN.ANE.MOR.JST.LETL.KES
do what he/she (Do not come in any more. Just little kids.)
wants them to do) (Newkirk, 1989)
interactional | “Me and you” Reading or writing a note to a friend who
(child interacts with | has moved away
someone else)
personal “Here [ come” Writing in a personal journal or rereading a
(child expresses his/ | favorite book
her uniqueness and
self-awareness)
heuristic “Tell me why?” Reading a book such as The reason
(child explores the for a flower (Heller, 1983); recording
environment) information about the growth of a plant
imaginative “Let’s pretend” Reading a book such as Hey, Al (Yorinks,
(child creates his/her | 1986); writing a fanciful story
own environment)
informative “T've got something Writing a report about dinosaurs after
to tell you” (child reading or listening to several books about
conveys information) | dinosaurs

Adapted from Halliday (1977), p. 37.

partial knowledge in a manner that can be understood by adults. Most adults
can decipher readily what the young child meant by “KM,” “ANE,” and
“LETL” in the message displayed in Table 2.1.

Despite the value for children of creating messages, involvement in writing
is often delayed until children can read or, at the very least, is given much
less attention than reading acquisition. While the productive side of oral
language is the source of joy and celebration as toddlers’ first words are
recorded and shared with family members, young children’s initial attempts
in written language are often viewed with fear and trepidation by parents and
teachers. Reversals of letters are inspected apprehensively; unique spellings
are quickly corrected lest a faulty spelling pattern be ingrained (Gentry &
Gillet, 1992; Wilde, 1992).

As the examples in Table 2.1 show, the acquisition of reading and writing,
should go hand in hand. In recognition of the interest that children show in
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producing messages and the importance of this production in literacy acqui-
sition, in an emergent literacy classroom writing and reading share equal
billing. Corey’s message was written in a classroom where children are en-
couraged to share their messages whatever their current grasp of spelling.
Many occasions that support children’s conventional writing are part of the
emergent literacy classroom as well, but the function of writing to commu-
nicate meaningful messages is always at the heart.

Second, children can participate in these functions as they are acquiring
the correct forms. In Vignette 2.1, Hana’s message with the upside-down
exclamation points is intended to communicate to Carol, her teacher, that
she wants her to get well very quickly. Jerry and Jacob are aware that a
consistent message is associated with the marks on the chart. Children begin
to integrate information about the forms of literacy as they use literacy to
communicate. As children work to communicate for a particular purpose,
information from their teacher makes sense. A common way of describing
this phenomenon is that “form follows function” (Hymes, 1974). That is,
once children understand the purposes that literacy serves for them, they
become intent on mastering the mechanics and code themselves so that they
can use these tools on their own.

Using literacy in meaningful ways is central to an emergent literacy
classroom. Because the functions of literacy are so ingrained in our ways of
life, it may be difficult for adults to fathom how children may be unaware of
literacy’s functions. Consequently, adults may shortchange attention to lit-
eracy’s functions as they emphasize learning about its forms (e.g., associa-
tions between sounds and letters). Using literacy in meaningful ways within
emergent literacy classrooms provides the context in which attention to in-
formation about form makes sense. While young children do not need to use
literacy in the same way that they need to use oral language, literacy can
serve many, meaningful functions for young children in emergent literacy
classrooms.

Literacy Learning Is Embedded in Oral Language

The relationship between oral and written language acquisition, as often is
the case with any intimate association, is complex. In Chapter 1, we distin-
guished between the manners in which oral language and written language
are acquired. We noted that written language, as a scientific system, is
learned differently from oral language. While acquisition of a spontaneous
system such as oral language seems to occur “naturally” as part of daily
events, the acquisition of a scientific system such as written language de-
pends on the learner’s oral language facility for analyzing the system (Panof-
sky et al., 1990; Vygotsky, 1978). Oral language provides the vehicle by
which children’s attention is drawn to literacy, including its features, func-
tions, and processes. Through oral language, children come to hear and see
the uses of literacy as stories are read aloud. Through oral language, adults
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tell young children about the processes of literacy use and they describe and
ask young children about the features of written language.

In Vignette 2.1, Deborah Rowe models well an adult’s role in introducing
children to a feature of written language. As the teacher writes, she describes
aloud what she is doing and why she is doing it: placing an exclamation point
at the end of the sentence because she wants to communicate the urgency
and strength of her message. Kira and Hana hear Deborah’s description of
this interesting new written symbol. Their interest is piqued and they
quickly add exclamation points to their messages. As Kira and Hana put the
exclamation point in their messages, they talk about their understanding of
the exclamation point. They are not quite fluent with the vocabulary yet—
Kira calls the symbol an “extamotion point” and Hana refers to it as a ques-
tion mark. An observant adult rephrases the child’s comment with the con-
ventional label and reiterates the function of the exclamation point. This
interaction illustrates how through oral language:

(a) adults identify, explain, and draw children’s attention to forms and
functions of literacy, frequently by asking children questions;

(b) children state their interpretations aloud to themselves, their
peers, and adults and they ask adults questions for further
information or clarification; and

(¢) adults give children feedback about their interpretations of literacy,
clarify their confusions, elaborate on explanations, and provide
models of the conventional uses and forms.

Without such talk, the processes and features of literacy can remain
mysterious and hidden to young children even in contexts where words ap-
pear on commercials, signs, and labels. For example, when told that a parent
is reading the newspaper, children may be mystified about what reading
actually is. When children participate in nightly bedtime reading, the act of
reading is noisy, active, and, above all else, visible. However, when a parent
reads the newspaper, none of these features is present. Paris and his col-
leagues (Paris, Lipson, & Wixson, 1983) write about the importance of “mak-
ing thinking public.” This awareness of our own thinking has been called
metacognition, a term cognitive scientists coined in the 1970s (Flavell, 1970,
1979).

Book readings provide one valuable context in which adults have chil-
dren’s undivided attention and can involve them in metacognitive discus-
sions about language and concepts (Snow, 1983; Snow & Ninio, 1986). For
adults who might not otherwise be aware of the nature and forms that these
metacognitive conversations about literacy can take, Miles (1995) offers the
book, Hey, I'm Reading. This book suggests points of departure for adults in
initiating conversations that enhance young children’s metacognitive aware-
ness about literacy. Each type of metacognitive knowledge is presented in
this book with numerous examples that simultaneously uncover an aspect of
literacy and direct the attention of adults and children to similar aspects of
literacy in their environments. Two types of metacognitive knowledge about
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a complex system like literacy have been identified as particularly impor-
tant: declarative knowledge or knowing “that” and procedural knowledge or
knowing “how” (Paris, Wasik, & Turner, 1991).

Declarative knowledge refers to knowledge about what the task of liter-
acy entails. Declarative knowledge does not assume a child’s ability to actu-
ally engage in reading and writing. Rather, it means knowing that reading
and writing exist and understanding their fundamental functions. Hey! I'm
Reading begins with descriptions of what it is that young children already
know about reading in the following way: “You know that what you read is
writing. You see writing wherever you go: on trucks and on T-shirts, on build-
ings, and on boxes” (Miles, 1995, pp. 2-3). Miles then describes reading as
“figuring out what the writing means” (op. cit., p. 3). Teachers support chil-
dren’s literacy awareness by asking many questions about environmental
print such as cafeteria signs, signs on restroom doors, the principal’s name-
plate, and the names on classroom doors. A chart with pictures of common
objects with print—wrappers from popular fast-food restaurants, labels from
cola containers—can encourage children to explore their environments for
familiar objects with writing. The availability of enlarged or big books also
makes it possible for teachers to track or point to the text as they read to
children, informing them of the source of the message that they are reading.
In short, by highlighting print in this way, adults make visible what reading
is about and how it functions in our society.

Procedural knowledge includes the repertoire of possible behaviors or
strategies that readers and writers use to meet their goals. Miles presents six
different ways of participating in reading:

getting help from pictures
e remembering

¢ sounding out the letters

e expecting what comes next
e writing, and

¢ making sense.

Miles’s explanation for the strategy of getting help from pictures is: “Most
new readers are good at looking at pictures. What you see in a picture can
help you figure out the words that go with it” (op. cit., p. 14). Miles provides
examples of words on cans, crayons, book titles, and finally, a picture from a
book with a caption of conversation that can be associated with the scene
represented in the picture.

Consistent discussions that point out the processes of reading can occur
from the first day of kindergarten. As children locate their names on the
daily attendance chart, the teacher can discuss with children the similarities
in their names. Those children whose names begin with the same initial
letters can be encouraged to read their peers’ names. This type of task can
be aided with teachers’ comments such as, “If your name is Sylvia, you may
be able to figure out Sam’s name because it starts just the same.” Children
can also be encouraged to find words on the chart of environmental objects
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that start with the same letter as their names. Sylvia and Sam can find stop
and Sesame Street, while Matthew and Mikayla can locate milk and M & Ms.
Such classroom conversations where short explanations are given about
what is involved in using literacy and where adults elicit and answer chil-
dren’s questions about literacy are the pathways to literacy acquisition.

Literacy Learning Occurs in Multiple Contexts
with Teachers and Peers

Multiple contexts in which children can engage in language and literacy use
with both peers and their teacher are critical to their literacy development.
These different social relationships lead to different ways of talking about
and using literacy. One model we have found useful for depicting these social
relationships is the Vygotsky Space (Gavelek & Raphael, 1996; Harré, 1986).
The Vygotsky Space reflects different spaces, or quadrants, formed by
crossing two important dimensions of social relationships that are critical to
cognitive development: (a) the public-private and (b) the social-individual.
The public-private dimension refers to the degree to which the cognitive
activities can be observed. It may be hard to think about public cognitive
activities, because cognitive activities are defined in terms of mental activity.
But it is possible to observe students’ cognitive activities within settings such
as whole-class and small-group discussions. Cognitive activity at the private
end of the continuum can only be inferred through students’ written texts
(e.g., journal entries) or through their public talk. The social-individual di-
mension refers to the participation of others in the literacy interaction with
the child. At times, the child may be part of a literacy event with the whole
class, while at other times, he or she may be reading and writing alone.

The two dimensions intersect as illustrated in the matrix in Figure 2.1
(Gavelek & Raphael, 1996, p. 186). In interactions that fall into the “social
and public” quadrant of the matrix (i.e., the area numbered I in Figure 2.1),
children can observe and participate as teachers model conventional forms
of literacy. For example, the “Hickory Dickory Dock” read-aloud by Ms. Hem-
meter in Vignette 2.3 illustrates such an interaction, as does Rowe’s model-
ing of the use of an exclamation point in her get-well letter to Carol in
Vignette 2.1.

In more private interactions but ones that retain a social character or
those interactions that fall into the second quadrant, children test their
knowledge about literacy. Jerry’s and Jacob’s pretend readings of the chart
show how the literacy actions of the teacher are appropriated by children in
a manner that reflects their social—or community—engagement in literacy.
Their pattern of interaction mimics that modeled by their teacher. Their
activity reflects the second quadrant of the Vygotsky Space, the social-
private area. The teacher can observe that Jerry’s attempt to engage in the
read-aloud is parallel to what she had modeled. He and Jacob are engaged in
this relatively private activity as they work on their own in the library center.
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FIGURE 2.1 The Vygotsky Space
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students. Language Arts, 73, p. 186. © 1996 by the National Council of Teachers of English.
Reprinted with permission.

It is clear that they have “appropriated” what they have seen, though it is
also clear that Jerry is not yet “conventionally” literate. Jerry will need to
participate in private, individual events (i.e., area IIl in Figure 2.1) as he

works to transform what he has seen and heard into more conventional
forms of literacy.
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Evidence of transformation and activity within the private-individual
space captured in quadrant I1I is illustrated by Corey’s persuasive letter from
Vignette 2.2. He has learned about a persuasive writing format and he has
learned about letter/sound correspondences. He is transforming this knowl-
edge to meet his own goal—persuading his teacher to allow children to talk
in the cafeteria. While the actual cognitive activity that would have occurred
in quadrant III was not observable, the “publication” of his letter allows his
teacher to infer his transformation of learned literacy strategies and forms.

In the social and public interactions that are represented by the area
marked IV in Figure 2.1, individuals have opportunities to receive feedback
from other members of the literacy community. They learn that other strat-
egies or interpretations might be made. Further, some of their individual
ways of using literacy may become part of the conventional knowledge of the
classroom. In Kristin Grattan’s first-grade classroom (Grattan, in press), her
students asked to take turns leading a morning sharing-time event called
Morning Message typically led by the teacher. Eventually, students’ leading
the discussion became the conventional way of running the activity in Kris-
tin’s classroom.

Notice how both Corey’s persuasive letter and students’ leadership dur-
ing Morning Message reflect learning over time. This temporal dimension is
an important part of the Vygotsky Space, illustrated in the bottom part of
Figure 2.1. This figure depicts the notion that any learning is built upon the
history of interactions among a range of individuals and across a range of
circumstances. The further back one traces the learning, the more fuzzy or
blurred the interactions and influences become, but these historical inter-
actions are still critical. For example, Corey’s production of a persuasive
essay was unlikely to have occurred simply because his teacher introduced
persuasive writing. Prior to that, she had spent a large part of the school year
emphasizing that writing is used to communicate. Further, Corey had inter-
actions that led him to believe that his opinions mattered. He also had
learned something about equity (implied by his comment that, “you talk in
the longe any way”). In short, Corey’s participation in interactions that were
public and social, and his opportunities to appropriate and transform what
he had learned through those interactions, contributed over time to his com-
petence in generating a persuasive letter.

In these different types of interactions, teachers and peers serve unique
functions. These roles are complementary and equally important in chil-
dren’s learning. To further explain the roles of teachers and peers in chil-
dren’s literacy acquisition, Vygotsky (1978) described a construct that is
unique to each. The construct that explains teachers’ interactions'is scaffold-
ing, while play explicates peer interaction.

The Role of Teachers

The vignettes that introduced the chapter demonstrate the multiple roles of
teachers in children’s literacy learning. As Deborah Rowe did in Vignette 2.1,
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teachers explain features and functions of written language, such as the pur-
pose and form of exclamation points. Susie, another teacher in the classroom
featured in Vignette 2.1, corrects Hana’s use of the term question mark when
referring to exclamation points. In doing so, she demonstrates how teachers
give children feedback when children may be confused or have an incom-
plete understanding. As Corey’s teacher did in Vignette 2.2, teachers create
occasions for children to use reading and writing in engaging and meaningful
ways. As Anne Hemmeter did in Vignette 2.3, teachers give lessons where
they model strategies of reading such as tracking print. A common thread
can be seen across all of these roles: Teachers are active participants in their
students’ learning. Unlike a peer who collaborates with a child, the teacher
knows the strategies and knowledge that comprise reading and writing. Un-
like a peer who plays with a child, a teacher can encourage a child’s perform-
ance at his or her optimal levels of development because of the adult’s ability
to take the child’s perspective.

Such interactions where an adult guides children to higher levels of pro-
cessing have been called “scaffolding” (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). The
metaphor of the scaffold is particularly appropriate in describing the nature
of teaching. Similar to construction crews that erect a scaffold to build or
repair a building, teachers provide a temporary structure to assist children’s
learning. Teachers hope their modeling, questions, and guidance culminate
in children’s proficiency, thus leading to the reduction and removal of the
scaffolding. The purpose of their interactions is to assist children in devel-
oping strategies and the ability to generalize their knowledge. Once the scaf-
folding has served its function, it is moved to another set of strategies or
domain of knowledge. Teachers continue to have a role for an extended pe-
riod of time in children’s literacy learning but the literacy strategies and
knowledge that are the focus of scaffolding would be expected to shift notice-
ably across a school year and across the emergent literacy period.

Central to Vygotsky’s view of the teachers’ function in children’s learning
is the zone of proximal development (ZPD). The ZPD refers to the distance
between children’s “actual” and “potential” levels of development (Vygotsky,
1978). When children independently solve a problem, they function at their
actual level of development. By observing Jerry in Vignette 2.3, his teacher
could see he has yet to establish a one-to-one correspondence between spo-
ken and written words. However, when Jerry participates in a group with Ms.
Hemmeter, he is able to follow the words as his teacher points to them.
Through the support provided by an adult or a more capable peer, children
can perform at their potential level of development. With support, Jerry is
coming to an understanding of the one-to-one correspondence between oral
and written language. In contexts without the scaffolding of an adult, how-
ever, he shows that he is aware of the presence of the relationship but he is
not yet distinguishing individual words in writing.

This discussion shows that successful scaffolding requires teachers to
integrate information from several sources. First is knowledge about the
domain of literacy and its manifestations at various points in children’s
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development. Conventional literacy is not acquired in one step. Rather, it is
preceded by learning numerous forms of literacy, including recognition of
familiar words in the physical environment (e.g., “Stop”) and consistent
memory of phrases from familiar stories (e.g., “Little Red Riding Hood”).
Second, to scaffold students’ learning experiences, teachers need to
know where their students are along the continuum of knowledge acquisi-
tion. When teachers are aware of favorite words that particular students
know instantly, they use these words as the basis for introducing new mate-
rial. When teachers have identified books their kindergartners have memo-
rized, these are integrated into library corners and into reading lessons.
Finally, scaffolding involves knowledge about ways that move children to new
levels of understanding, such as questioning, explaining, and modeling.

The Role of Peers

According to Vygotsky (1978), the interaction between peers can best be
described as play. While older children’s play often occurs in organized
games with formal rules, young children use play to understand their worlds.
An instance of such play can be seen in Vignette 2.3 as Jerry and Jacob give
their renditions of “Hickory Dickory Dock.” They are pretending that they
are reading. This example of play in an emergent literacy classroom has the
two elements that Vygotsky (1978) identified as valuable about play: (a) its
representational quality and (b) its rule-based nature.

The pretend book reading is representational in that Jerry’s and Jacob’s
referent is an actual event rather than an imaginary situation. Young chil-
dren’s interest in play lies in recapturing events that they have observed or
in which they’ve participated. Jerry and Jacob chose to spend their free time
in the library corner. Using the big book that they had seen and heard with
their teacher, they gave their own renditions of the text. Such play is a recon-
struction of something that has actually happened rather than a novel crea-
tion of an imagined situation.

The rule-based nature of children’s play is another factor in the learning
that play contexts facilitate. As children reproduce events from their lives in
play, much of their interaction with one another has to do with the imple-
mentation and negotiation of the underlying rules. Not all words are appro-
priate for the text that Jerry dnd Jacob read, only words they remember from
shared book events with the teacher. In these behaviors, Jerry and Jacob are
showing their efforts to understand the rules of literacy.

While adults commonly perceive play as a chaotic free-for-all, close
study of children at play shows that their efforts more typically resemble
those of Jerry and Jacob in its rule-governed character (Christie, 1991;
Pellegrini & Galda, 1993). According to Vygotsky (1978), these efforts to
interpret the rules of events in the world around them are another means
whereby children perform at the upper levels of the ZPD. Had Jerry been
asked to spend this time at his desk quietly completing a worksheet on letter-
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sound correspondences, his emerging attempts at reading familiar texts
would not have manifested themselves. Thus we say that the play context
allowed Jerry to perform at his potential rather than his actual level of
development.

Vygotsky’s perspective toward play has implications for emergent liter-
acy classrooms in at least two ways. The first is integrating contexts that
support children’s interactions with one another. These opportunities exist
in the form of library, writing, and play centers, as the example from Anne
Hemmeter’s classroom shows. These centers allow children to recreate the
interactions that they have participated in with their teachers and family
members. While play centers that elicit real-life contexts are frequently as-
sociated with nursery schools, the benefits of such contexts to children’s
literacy acquisition can be seen in observing an interaction in a play center
that has the charts, signs, writing materials, and clothing of a veterinarian’s
office. The literacy participation that these materials supported is evident in
the observations of one occasion in this kindergarten class. Joshua has as-
sumed the role of the veterinarian and another classmate that of a client who
has brought in a sick dog—a stuffed animal. As he prepares to write in the
patient’s folder, Joshua states: “You know what? I'm going to write his name
in dog language. How do you spell RUFF?” (Morrow & Rand, 1991, p. 400).

A second implication of the construct of play has to do with a stance that
underlies the emergent literacy classroom. Specifically, this stance means
flexibility toward the form of children’s products and the talk that surrounds
the creation of these products. Observers of emergent literacy classrooms
have noted that some young children will respond with idiosynecratic forms
of reading and writing only when adults give them permission to “pretend”
(Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982). In conventional terms, this stance might be
described as supporting young students’ risk taking.

An atmosphere of risk taking characterized the classroom where Corey
produced his persuasive letter. Without such a context, Corey would have
spent much of the writing period waiting for the teacher’s attention so that
he could write cafeteria and lounge correctly. He may have decided not to
write this message at all. An environment that acknowledges and supports
children’s need to be inventive and playful with written language provides
frequent occasions to write journal entries, to read along in books that have
rhymes, and to create signs for various centers in the classroom.

These interactions with peers, as with teachers, support multiple aspects
of children’s literacy development. The cycle of interactions that are repre-
sented in Figure 2.1 occurs over and over again in literacy learning. Students
do not move through the cycle in one swoop to become literate ever after.
Even as adults, our mastery of a new domain depends on multiple interac-
tions that introduce us to new information and that allow us to transform
and appropriate the information for our own settings. We will return to this
view of learning as an explanation for our growth as teachers in the final
chapter of this book.
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Summary

In this chapter, we described the three principles that characterize how chil-
dren become literate. First and foremost, literacy is acquired through using
writing and reading for purposes that are meaningful to children. At the point
when young children read the illustrations rather than the text in books,
they can participate in a variety of functions, such as writing or dictating
signs or writing a card to a grandparent or to a friend who has moved away.

The second process that characterizes literacy acquisition is its immer-
sion in oral language. Oral language is the means whereby children’s atten-
tion is directed to the features and functions of written language. Young
children hear stories read aloud. Words on labels and signs are described to
them in talk. Through question-and-answer routines that adults usually in-
troduce but which children extend, attention is drawn to the critical features
of written language.

Third, literacy learning benefits from participation with both adults and
peers. The four quadrants in the Vygotsky Space that are formed by the
intersection of the two dimensions of public-private and social-individual
illustrate the roles of teachers and peers. For example, in the public-social
context that is led typically by the teacher, children are introduced to new
information. In the private-social contexts with peers, children negotiate
meanings and ideas about literacy. The scaffolding of teachers enables chil-
dren to perform at their potential levels of development. Peer relationships
allow for playfulness, encouraging children to reconstruct and experiment.
To create the literacy acts where children interact meaningfully with one
another and to scaffold learning experiences appropriately for their students,
teachers also need to understand what it is that children learn in becoming
literate—the topic of the next chapter.



chapter 5

What Do Young Readers and

Writers Learn in Becoming Literate?

VIGNETTE 3.1

Brett, a four-year-old: “I don’t know how to read. I don’t know how to
write numbers either. I need some help, some practice.” When the in-
terviewer asked Brett if there was anything that he could read, he said:
“I can just read easy things like Exit, Stop, Mom and Dad.” Melanie, a five-
year-old: “I know how to read my own books, but I don’t know how to
read this.”

(Hiebert, 1979)

VIGNETTE 3.2:

These are the responses that a group of children at the beginning of first
grade gave to these lines of text in an illustrated book, Would you like to
fly? (Williams, 1990):

Would you like to fly in a seaplane?
Would you like to fly in a jet?

Ben: [pointing to the word like]
/1-1-1/1don’t want to read this.
Brenda: That’s an airplane.
Another airplane.
Adam: He’s ready to fly.
He goes up in the air now.
Wesley: youina
youina
Kyle: Would you like to fly in a sea-airplane?
Would you like to fly in a jet?

(from Hiebert, Colt, Catto, & Gury, 1991)

VIGNETTE 3.3:

At the beginning of grade one, children were asked to write about some-
thing they like to do. Here is what they wrote and what they said when
asked to read what they had written:

33
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Travis:  Q ®Q WD‘#O * 0% Owompio 1 went up in the mountains.

Mandie: I MOMIRTS I love Mom. I like to play at
recess.
Juan: I HAD Fe A Me FH I had fun at my friend’s house.
Albert: I HaF FON WeN I Woke Hom I have fun when I walk home
Weth my SeSr AND Hr FrN. with my sister and her
friend.

(from Hiebert et al., 1991)

In these three vignettes, young children share their literacy expertise.
While Brett’s and Melanie’s expertise (Vignette 3.1) looks different from that
of adults, they demonstrate clear expectations and views about what counts
as literacy. Such views vary considerably across beginning first graders, as
we see in the children’s responses to reading and writing in Vignettes 3.2 and
3.3. Some children—Ilike Brenda and Adam—are aware that books commu-
nicate meaning, and they use the illustrations to give their “reading” of the
text’s story. Others—like Wesley and Kyle—read more conventionally. The
children’s writing displayed in Vignette 3.3 is further evidence of the varying
forms that exist during early literacy learning. From Travis’s scribbles to
Albert’s extended sentence, children create messages about important peo-
ple and times—playing with friends and siblings, a trip to the mountains.
Mandie and Juan represent words in their messages using at least one symbol
per word, while Albert reveals his awareness that sounds are represented in
syllables of words. While the range in these beginning first graders’ literacy
is considerable, the processes that are represented in this body of responses
are all crucial to becoming literate.

In this chapter, we examine critical processes that characterize early lit-
eracy. The progression from the eager kindergartner who expressed his
wish to read in Vignette 1.1 and Kyle’s rendition of Would you like to fly?
(Williams, 1990) in Vignette 3.2 may seem almost magical. While the move-
ment to proficient reading and writing will always retain a touch of magic for
even veteran primary-level teachers, it represents hard work on the part of
children and their families, as well as knowledge and design on the part of
their primary-level teachers. What distinguishes beginning literacy teachers
from those who work with older children is their knowledge of the processes
involved in literacy acquisition and of the manner in which particular pro-
cesses can be facilitated through experiences and instruction.

A Description of the Processes

The multiplicity and complexity of literacy processes can be daunting to
teachers. Which processes are critical? Which are tangential® How do these
processes fit together? Which processes should be emphasized at particular
points in time? The processes that support young children’s movement to
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proficient reading and writing can be clustered into the three categories in
Table 3.1.

At the core of reading and writing are the comprehending and composing
processes. “Calling out” written words or copying a written text are not acts
of reading and writing. When readers can interpret the meaning of a written
message and when writers can produce a written message that others can
comprehend, they are reading and writing. We have labeled the acts of com-
prehending and composing as the central processes of literacy.

Comprehending and composing written language involve facility in using
the unique manifestations of the four written language systems: grapho-
phonic, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic (Goodman, Watson, & Burke,
1987). Becoming adept at handling these relationships may differ within the
acts of reading and writing. We provide an overview of the four systems,
because the processes necessary for comprehending and composing are spe-
cific to these systems.

We begin with the graphophonic system because it is unique to the writ-
ten form of a language. This system involves the relationships between the
sounds of oral language (phonemes) and their corresponding written symbols
(graphemes). Phonemes are the smallest units of sounds within a language.

TABLE 3.1 Processes of Literacy Learning and
Their Components

Process Component

Central Comprehending
® Personal Response
e (Critical Response
Composing
* Communicative Intent
* Conventions

Necessary Word Recognition

e Contextual Supports

® Meaningful Chunks or Morphemes

¢ High-Frequency Words

¢ Letter-Sound Patterns in Words
Spelling

¢ Invented Spelling

® Conventional Spelling Strategies
Literary Elements

® Genres

® Language Play

Interim Concepts of Print
Phonemic Awareness
Letter Naming
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For example, the word cat consists of three phonemes: /k/, /a/, /t/. Graph-
emes are the written systems used to represent a sound in a language. In the
previous example, each phoneme is represented by a single grapheme. In
some cases, however, a phoneme may be represented by more than one
grapheme as in the word free where two graphemes—e, e—represent a
phoneme.

In English, particular clusters of sounds occur consistently and are rep-
resented by particular clusters of letters. Examples of consistent and com-
mon letter-sound patterns are at and am. For example, in Green Eggs and
Ham, Dr. Seuss (1960) used the am pattern in the name of the character
“Sam-I-am,” who continually offers “green eggs and ham.” While the pattern
am also functions as a word (not the case with all consistent sound-letter
patterns), words that share this sound-letter cluster do not convey the same
meaning. The tenacious Sam-I-am wins over his antagonist by presenting the
green eggs and ham in a variety of venues, all of which occur in couplets that
end with a common letter-sound pattern: box-fox, house-mouse, there-any-
where, rain-train, goat-boat. Dr. Seuss was uncovering for young readers the
consistencies of the sound-letter patterns within the graphophonic system.
When children use information about sound-letter correspondences to figure
out unknown words, they are drawing on the body of knowledge known as
phonics.

Both readers and writers need to associate written symbols with partic-
ular sounds. In reading, the sounds that are associated with particular sym-
bols may vary across regions within a country and across countries of English
speakers. But, regardless of pronunciations when reading, the spellings of
written words remain the same.

The syntactic system of a language refers to the set of relationships
among words that generate sentences and paragraphs, also called the “gram-
mar” of a language. Languages differ in their grammars. For example, adjec-
tives follow the noun rather than precede it in some languages. Within a
given language, however, the syntactic system is the same in its oral and
written expressions. English is a positional language, which means that the
order of words in a sentence or phrase influences meaning. Consider the
following four sentences:

1. I saw the cattle grazing in the field.

2. I saw the cattle while I was grazing in the field.
3. 1saw the cattle that were grazing in the field.
4. I saw the cattle that were grazing field the in.

Most readers will describe the first and the third sentences as conveying
essentially the same meaning (Schank, 1973). The inclusion of the second
pronoun in the second sentence changes the meaning substantially, while
the reordering of the last phrase in the fourth sentence produces a nonsen-
sical statement.

For young children who can recognize some words, their intuitive sense
of the grammar can be used to predict the meaning of unfamiliar words. Take
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the case of the first grader who encounters two new words in this sentence
from the picturebook, Coco Can’t Wait (Gomi, 1979):

Coco lives on top of the -------- ,in the house with the purple ----.

By drawing on his or her knowledge of what “sounds right” in oral English,
this child can narrow down the choices to a particular category of words—
nouns. While not formally able (or needing) to define a noun, the child will
make predictions from this category of words.

If the child predicts that the word was mountain, this reader was also
using the third cueing system of semantics. If the child had only been using
syntactic clues, predictions would have been nouns but not necessarily
something that has a top and on which a person or animal can live. While
the text indicates that it is a hill on which Coco lives, the child’s prediction
of “mountain” indicates that he or she is using knowledge about the world to
make meaning of the unknown word. The semantic system, then, pertains to
the meanings of language.

Syntactic and semantic cues are almost always used together. The syntax
creates particular constraints on choices but the collective meaning of the
words that are familiar for the reader narrows down the choices even more
(Durkin, 1993). This collective meaning is used by readers to draw on their
conceptual and experiential backgrounds to select words of particular gram-
matical categories that make sense in that context. For example, adult read-
ers quickly grasp that the word “wind” has different grammatical functions,
meanings, and pronunciations in the sentences: “The wind blew” and “He
had forgotten to wind the clock.” Words have particular meanings as a func-
tion of the context in which they are used. Further, words also hold particular
meanings for readers as a function of their prior world experiences. For ex-
ample, children who are reading a predictable book entitled If I Had a Pig
(Inkpen, 1988) may differ in their previous experiences with snow, influenc-
ing their ease in figuring out a compound word that the author has coined—
“snowpig.”

The willingness of children to make predictions about words can be influ-
enced by aspects of the fourth system of language—pragmatics. The prag-
matic system refers to the use of language in particular contexts. For
example, children’s views of the expectations and norms of the classroom
literacy context can influence their willingness to make predictions about
words (Mosenthal & Na, 1980). For particular children, reading orally for the
whole class may create stress, especially if they know that their peers will
call out the “correct” word for any transformation to the text (Allington,
1983a). Consequently, children may be less willing to apply strategies to
unknown words. Mosenthal and Na (1980) confirmed differences in chil-
dren’s reading responses in an informal or low-risk task and a formal or high-
risk task. In the high-risk task, children knew they were being evaluated and
that their performances would determine future classroom placement, while
the low-risk task was a small group interaction with no grade or conse-
quence. Children’s responses to the text were richer in the low-risk setting
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than in the high-risk setting, particularly for children who were still devel-
oping as readers.

The pragmatic system pertains to features of texts as well as features of
tasks and classroom contexts. Children who have heard many folk tales will
be very comfortable with a story that begins “Once upon a time.” As writers,
they may eagerly put pencil to paper and use a similar structure. However, if
they approach an informational book on leaves such as Red Leaf, Yellow Leaf
(Ehlert, 1991) or on animal families such as Whose Baby (Yabuuchi, 1981)
with the expectation that a plot will result in fanciful characters living hap-
pily ever after, they will be confused. Or, children who have been given a
heavy diet of predictable books may come to expect that they can memorize
the text patterns, an expectation that falls short when they encounter books
such as Eat Up, Gemma (Hayes, 1988), Cookies (Lobel, 1972), or any one of
the thousands of picturebooks that do not have a predictable structure. How
readers make meaning of texts and the meanings that they communicate as
writers are influenced by their knowledge of how written language is used in
different texts and contexts.

There are similarities and uniquenesses in how these four language sys-
tems are used in reading and writing but children need to coordinate all four
systems to comprehend and compose. Both comprehending and composing
require the integration of the syntactic and semantic systems. Further, both
comprehending and composing require attention to the pragmatic, or the
contexts of texts. This awareness becomes critical as writers compose their
ideas. What structures are most helpful for describing the care of a dog? What
structures work best to describe a favorite time with one’s pet dog? As writ-
ers, children need to make choices such as these; as readers, their compre-
hension is aided when they are aware of the choices that authors have made.
For example, a strange word such as the sound “Sppppssst!” made by a cat
might be more expected in a story with elements of playfulness than in one
intended solely to communicate information.

Comprehending an already existing message differs from composing a
unique message in that readers respond to an existing text, while writers
create a text on the blank page or screen. However, the underlying system is
the same across both reading and writing. To comprehend written text, in-
dividuals need to be facile in recognizing elements of the graphophonic sys-
tem, while to compose written text, individuals need to be facile in producing
the graphophonic system. In reading, this necessary process is called word
recognition and, in writing, spelling.

When readers and writers are guided in using their existing knowledge
and polishing new strategies to use these four systems, they are able to make
use of the “cues”’—signs or prompts—of written language (Goodman, 1973).
To become facile with these signs or prompts, readers and writers need guid-
ance in the necessary processes of literacy that support the central pro-
cesses of comprehending and composing. There are also interim processes
such as letter naming and phonemic awareness that are needed to become
facile in the necessary processes. Once readers and writers are adept in the
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necessary processes, these interim processes are no longer a focus of literacy
instruction. In the next sections, we describe the central, necessary, and
interim processes related to literacy acquisition.

The Central Processes

The purpose of reading is to comprehend a written message. Similarly, the
essence of writing is to communicate a message. The written language sys-
tem can be “read” and “written” in a technical sense without comprehending
and composing. An individual can “read” a text by meticulously applying the
letter-sound rules of English. An individual can transcribe a message without
knowing what any of the symbols mean, as was the case with scribes who
carefully copied documents in the Middle Ages. However, neither of these
constitutes acts of reading or writing. Individuals are readers when they are
able to understand the message of the text, making connections between the
spoken and written systems. Similarly, individuals are writers when they can
use the written language system to communicate a message.

To become independent readers and writers, individuals must be adept
at the technical aspects of making associations between sounds and letters.
It is in the arena of technical knowledge that young children are challenged,
not in the fundamental stances of comprehending and composing. They ap-
proach books and writing events as occasions for meaning. Keeping this fun-
damental disposition alive during the time when children are learning the
technical aspects of literacy is a primary challenge for emergent literacy
teachers. The emergent literacy perspective with its elaborations from social-
constructivist thinking can guide teachers in juggling the basic stance of
young children that books and their own messages are intended to commu-
nicate, and the need for young children to acquire fluency with the symbol
system to become independent readers and writers. The basic stance toward
literacy should continually emphasize the central processes of comprehending.

Comprehending

Children typically respond enthusiastically to stories that they have heard
read aloud. After hearing Madeline, children want to tell about their scars
and injuries. Children also want to ask questions after they’ve heard a story
read aloud. “Why did the peddler carry his hats on his head?” may arise after
a reading of Caps for Sale (Slobodkina, 1940). Whether reading Madeline or
Hamlet, two stances represent the essence of comprehension—personal and
critical interpretations.

Personal Responses. At the most basic level, comprehending involves a
reader’s personal response. Personal response to literature asks children to en-
gage in such activities as sharing personal experiences and feelings, putting
themselves in the situation described in the text, or comparing themselves
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to the characters. Sulzby (1985) has found that children attempt to respond
and create meaning from stories, even before they are able to read conven-
tionally. She identified a range of responses to books among young children,
which can be found in Table 3.2.

Responses of the types that Sulzby identified can be found among the
transcripts of first graders’ readings of texts in Vignette 3.2. Both Brenda and
Adam rely on the pictures in the text. Adam uses the pictures to tell a story,
while Brenda labels the pictures as she identifies a pictured seaplane as “an
airplane” and then the jet as “another airplane.” Wesley initially refused to
attempt to read the text but, with encouragement from an adult, could iden-

TABLE 3.2

Responses to Books!

Response Type

Description

Example

1. Refusal

Little or no explanation
characterizes this low-
level refusal to read.

“I don’t want to.”

2. Picture-Governed, No
Story
a. Labeling and
Commenting

b. Following Action

Mlustrations are labeled
or described, sometimes
as if the action were
occurring at that
instant.

2a. Text?: “The trouble
with elephants is . . .
they spill the bathwater
when they get in. . ..”
Child: “There’s a little
girl. There’s an
elephant.”

2b. Text*: “One day
Coco wanted to see
Grandma very much.”
Child: “She’s running.
The grandmother is
running too. Now she
jumps on the bus. She’s
standing to see. She is
jumping on a bus.”

3. Picture-Governed Story

a. Oral Language-like

b. Written Language-like

While children continue
to rely on the
illustrations, they
attempt to tell a story.
When children are
familiar with the book—
especially those with
predictable structures,
they may paraphrase
parts of the written text,
speaking in a rhythmic
manner.

3a. Text*: “Snail is on
the bench. Snail
listens.”

Child: “Ready, set, said
the coach. Go and bat.”
3b. Texts: “You can ride
on a train. You can ride
on a bus.”

Child: “We can ride a
train. We can ride a bus.”
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TABLE 3.2

Responses to Books (continued)

Response Type

Description

Example

4. Print-Governed

a. Refusal based on print
awareness

b. Applies few words

c. More extensive
recognition of words
but still not reading
all of text

Responses indicate
awareness of text
features, ranging from
refusal to read because
of print awareness to
attempting some words
but not self-correcting
nonsense words or
omissions.

4a. “I know how to write
letters but I don’t know
these words.”

4b. Text?: “Coco lives on
top of the hill, in the
house with the purple
roof.”

Child says “on” and
“the,” while pointing to

those words.

4c. Text: “A Duckling
came out of the shell. I
am out! he said.”

Child: “A Duck cried out
of the shell. [ am! had
sad.”

5. Independent Reading

'Adapted from Sulzby (1985), p. 464.

2From The Trouble with Elephants (Riddell, 1988).
*From Coco Can’t Wait! (Gomi, 1979).

‘From Hooray for Snail (Stadler, 1984).

SFrom You Can Ride (Koss, 1996), pp. 6-7.

SFrom Chick and Duckling (Suteyev, 1972).

tify consistently a handful of words. Unlike Wesley, Ben refused to read the
book and, even with probing, was unable to identify letters on the page. Kyle
gives a conventional reading of this text, making a meaningful substitution
for an unusual word—seaplane.

These responses illustrate a range of meaningful stances that young
children have toward text. Regardless of how children have been intro-
duced to literacy, however, there comes a time when the task of “figuring
out the words” dominates and children may say, as Wesley did initially,
that they cannot read. The task that challenges emergent literacy teachers
is to keep children’s personal responses to text alive during this phase.
One of the primary ways to do this is to extend personal responses to
texts during read-aloud events. For example, a point for pausing during
a read-aloud of The Pet Show (Keats, 1972) occurs as the pets that the
children will bring to school are described in the book: “Matt said he
would bring ants. ‘I'm gonna bring my mouse,” bragged Roberto. ‘What are
you going to bring?’” (p. 4). Children might share their personal experiences
with pets. As children begin to read their own texts—even when the texts con-
sist of a handful of words such as Have You Seen My Cat? (Carle, 1973)—
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devoting time for children to engage in and share their personal responses is
fundamental.

Critical Responses. Teachers should also encourage children’s questions
about the content of books, building upon the questions as a source for crit-
ically thinking about text. Critical responses involve children’s attempts to
make predictions or ask questions about the text, clarify vocabulary or inter-
pretations, summarize or organize ideas from the text, analyze characters,
and make connections to other texts (Palincsar & Brown, 1984).

The manner in which teachers encourage these processes of predicting,
clarifying, summarizing, analyzing, and connecting can be seen in the follow-
ing excerpt from an emergent literacy classroom. The teacher is reading
Ben’s Trumpet (Isadora, 1979), a story about a boy who loves jazz and wishes
to be a trumpeter. Words from the text are provided in italics, while com-
ments of the teacher and students appear in regular type:

Teacher:  On his way home from school, he goes by the Zig Zag Club.
Zig Zag Club—that’s what that sign says, and there’s Ben
practicing his trumpet.

Student: He’s not really.

Teacher: s there a trumpet in his hands?

Class: No.

Teacher:  So, what’s he doing?

Student:  He’s using his hand . . . and his imagination.

Teacher:  The next day, after school, Ben stops and listens to the
musicians practicing a red hot piece. He starts blasting
awoay at his trumpet. Some kids in front of the candy store
watch him. “Hey, what ya doing?” they yell. Ben stops and
turns around. “What ya think ya doing?” they ask again.
“I'm playing my trumpet,” Ben answers. “Man, you're
cragy. You got no trumpet.” They laugh and laugh. Does he
have a trumpet?

Students: No.

Teacher:  He’s using his imagination. So maybe these children who
are making fun of him aren’t using their imagination.

Student:  Maybe they don’t believe in imagination.

Teacher: Maybe.

Student: Maybe he has a real one.

(McGill-Franzen & Lanford, 1994, p. 268)

In all likelihood, most of the children were not familiar with a jazz club
or the instrument that Ben was imitating. However, the teacher encourages
children to use a concept that was discussed frequently in this emergent
literacy classroom—one’s imagination—in relation to the experiences of a
character in the text. The teacher is using the known, or children’s prior
knowledge, to examine a concgpt—imagination—as well as to learn about
other contexts and individuals. Becoming a critical reader of text requires
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the melding of these two processes: (a) using one’s knowledge about the
world in interpreting and understanding new texts and (b) using a text to
gain new insights about the world.

With regard to the first process, children’s knowledge about the world
enters into successful reading and writing in that knowledge about the world
underlies literacy that is reflective, interpretive, and personal. Activating
prior knowledge from one context to another and from one text to another
characterizes readers who use literacy thoughtfully and reflectively.

Knowledge of the world comes from reading as well. An example from a
book designated as an easy reader illustrates the manner in which knowledge
of the world is required for a meaningful interpretation. The book Hooray
Sfor Snail (Stadler, 1984) begins in the following manner: “Snail is on the
bench. Snail listens. Snail gets the bat.” To understand Snail’s dilemma, a
child needs some basic understanding about baseball and the speed of snails.
Further, the book only makes sense if the reader realizes not only that the
characters are anthropomorphized, but also that the plot turns fanciful as
Snail hits a ball that flies to the moon. Thus, while the words used in this
book are ones within emergent readers’ vocabulary, the book itself presents
an opportunity for the teacher to teach students about world knowledge (e.g.,
baseball, snails) and literary style (e.g., anthropomorphizing animals, realis-
tic fiction versus fantasy).

Composing

Young children approach the task of writing a message in the same way that
they approach the task of reading a book—with communicative intent. Even
if young children cannot form letters, the descriptions that they give to their
messages involve communicative intent. All of the productions in Vignette
3.3 are evidence of this disposition toward meaningfulness, including Travis’s
“reading” of his scribbles. The messages tell about important events in chil-
dren’s lives—favorite times such as recess, walking home from school, being
at a friend’s house, going to the mountains—and describe central figures in
their lives—parents, siblings, and friends.

Physical production (handwriting or facility with a keyboard) and spell-
ing are often equated with composing. Yet, the central process underlying all
aspects of writing is the communication of meaning. To communicate a mes-
sage, however, also requires development in the conventions of writing.
These two dimensions of composing—communicative intent and conven-
tions of writing—form the core of the emergent literacy program.

Communicative Intent. When children are given freedom to explore liter-
acy, they communicate through scribbles, drawings, “mock letters” (see
Travis’s in Vignette 3.3), strings of letters, and invented spelling. DeFord’s
(1980) list of the types of writing found in the compositions of young children
appears in Table 3.3. Unlike reading stages, writing stages are less consistent.
That is, children may use their graphophonic knowledge in one setting (e.g.,
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writing at least a letter of their first name), but communicate in other mes-
sages through drawing. Also, unlike the labeling or storytelling phases of
reading, all children do not progress through the scribbling phase (i.e., “mock
letters”) that is evident in Travis’s response.

Young children’s initial efforts at engaging in the act of writing resemble
those of proficient writers more closely than do their efforts at reading. A
child who has even a little proficiency at encoding can produce a message
that others will recognize as a message. For example, even without Mandie’s
reading of her text in Vignette 3.2, an adult reader can establish that her
message has to do with her mother. Albert’s message can be gleaned in its
entirety, even though he has substituted the word “woke” for the word
“walk.” The context of the text enables proficient readers to make sense of
his message. As youngsters become more facile with language conventions,
their messages become easier to decode.

Conventions. In the first stages of writing, parents and teachers are the
recipients of the messages. Not unlike the initial stage of language develop-
ment where adult family members and friends give meaning to children’s

TABLE 3.3 Forms of Writing

Category Subcategories

Writing-like Responses 1. Scribbling

. Differentiation between drawing and writing

3. Concepts of linearity, uniformity, linear complexity,
symmetry, placement, left-to-right motion, top-to-
bottom directionality, development of letters and
letter-like shapes

\S]

Attempts to Apply Sound- | 4. Combination of letters, possibly with spaces,

Letter Correspondences indicating understanding of units (letters, words,
sentences), but may not show letter-sound
correspondence

5. Writing known isolated words—developing sound-
letter correspondence

Focus on Messages 6. Writing simple sentences with use of inventive
spellings

7. Combining two or more sentences to express
complete thoughts

Conventional Messages 8. Control of punctuation—periods, capitalization, use
of upper- and lowercase letters

9. Forms of discourse—stories, informational
material, letters

!Adapted from DeFord (1980), p. 162.
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oral productions, adults give meaning to children’s writing. Interactions with
adults are fundamental to children’s written literacy engagement. Without
these interactions around meaning, children may learn the conventions and
usage of writing but may not view themselves as writers. Hagerty, Hiebert,
and Owens (1989) found that second graders in classrooms where children
wrote frequently and for a variety of reasons perceived their literacy involve-
ment positively and eagerly, while their peers in classrooms where writing
occurred as grammar exercises were less positive. Similarly, when teachers
place less emphasis on first-grade students’ spelling and mechanics, the stu-
dents write considerably more than in classrooms where teachers require
correct spelling (Clarke, 1988).

Peers, as well as adults beyond the immediate context, may have a more
difficult time understanding young children’s communications, thus making
clear the importance of movement to conventional writing. In addition, stu-
dents need to be involved in writing within a variety of genres, not simply
messages to their teacher or other adults within their classroom as illustrated
in Vignette 3.3. Thus, two aspects of language conventions form a critical
basis for instruction: knowledge about the appropriate spelling, punctuation,
and structure of language; and knowledge of the range of genres within which
ideas can be conveyed.

An instructional program that builds on children’s willingness and eager-
ness to communicate their experiences and interests does not have to go
through a period where children are stymied by the task of moving to con-
ventionality. Young children may create messages within a variety of genres
with only partial knowledge of the conventional use of language. As children’s
audience and purposes in writing expand to include their peers and beyond,
they increasingly attend to these conventions. At this point, lessons and
activities should encourage children’s application of the conventions they
are learning to use.

Necessary Processes

Each of the central processes of literacy is built on a set of necessary pro-
cesses. In the case of comprehending, the set of processes is word recogni-
tion and, for composing, the parallel set consists of spelling processes. Both
recognizing and spelling words involve multiple strategies; neither is a uni-
tary skill to be acquired in a constrained period of time. A third set of neces-
sary processes is common to comprehending and composing—understanding
the literary elements of texts.

Recognizing Words

Meaningful reading depends on the automatic recognition of words. If read-
ers need to figure out a significant portion of the words in a text, their attention
will not be focused on text comprehension (Lesgold, Resnick, & Hammond,
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1985). Central goals of an emergent literacy program include children’s ac-
quiring a set of strategies for fisuring out words in meaningful ways and
applying these strategies so that words are recognized automatically.

The various strategies of word recognition can be clustered into four
basic groups: (a) common graphophonic patterns, (b) high-frequency or
common words used in sentences (e.g., the, a, or) (¢) meaning chunks of
words, and (d) contextual supports through meanings of sentences, texts,
and illustrations. Each of these strategies relates to one or more of the cueing
systems of written language. The use of common graphophonic patterns
guides children in using the graphophonic cues. The high-frequency words
that are used as the “glue” of English grammar relate to the syntactic system.
Guidance in the meaning chunks of words such as root words and endings
(e.g., stop, stops, stopping, stopped, stoplight) encourages children to use the
semantic cueing system. Finally, learning about and applying these strategies
to engaging and meaningful text allows children to use the cues provided by
the pragmatic system. We begin with the final strategy—the use of contex-
tual supports—because the other strategies are useful insofar as they are
applied and coordinated with the contexts of texts.

Contextual Supports. As the description of the cueing systems showed,
readers have four contexts or systems that they can use when they encoun-
ter unfamiliar words in a text. Use of all four systems is highly interdepen-
dent, whatever the level of a reader. At the beginning stages, however,
syntactic and semantic cues can only be used when children have at least
some facility in the third or graphophonic system. That is, until children can
recognize a core group of words in the sentences of a text, they cannot use
the syntactic and semantic cues provided by the grammar and meanings of
sentences. When all written words are unfamiliar to readers as is the case
with young children at the early stages of the process, they rely on the
pragmatic system: the illustrations of a book and their previous experiences
with books and storytelling to read the text. The readings of Brenda and
Adam that are presented in Vignette 3.2 illustrate such use of the pragmatic
system to make meaning of text. Fortunately for children’s literacy learn-
ing, their ability to use the pragmatic system or general context of texts
can be the basis for acquiring a core group of words (Lipson & Wixson,
1991). Once children can recognize some core words, they can use the
cues from the local contexts provided by the syntax and semantics of
phrases, sentences, and paragraphs to figure out unknown words (Lipson &
Wixson, 1991).

Here we give a preview of the manner in which young children’s ability
to use the general context can be the foundation upon which word recogni-
tion strategies are built. When kindergartners or first graders see the book in
Figure 3.1, their knowledge base, sometimes called a “schema” (Anderson &
Pearson, 1984), about air travel will be activated. This hypothesis is con-
firmed if the teacher states that the title of the book is You Can Ride (Koss,
1996). The sight of a small child flying a plane will also trigger the idea that
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FIGURE 3.1 Example of a Predictable Text

You can ride on a wagon.
2z 3

You can ride on a dragon.
y

You con ride on a train,

You can ride on a bus. But come back to us!
3, 8

From You Can Ride by Amy Koss, illustrated by Darius Detwiler, © 1996 Silver Burdett Ginn
Inc. Used with permission.

this is not a “real” story, leading children to expect that some of the charac-
ters or events in the remainder of the book may be fanciful. If the first page
of text has an illustration of a child in a wagon, children will activate another
schema—the category of things that can be ridden. When the next episode
shows the book’s character riding a dragon, some children may recognize
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the rhyming structure of the text. By the time that the teacher has read the
second iteration of “You can ride on a...”, many children will understand
that the book has a predictable structure and will join the teacher in reading
along the next several lines. This predictable structure, however, changes in
the concluding page of the book. However, by pausing before stating the final
word us, the teacher can encourage children to use the rhyming pattern. By
focusing on words in predictable books such as dragon, wagon, and ride that
are meaningful to children and by steadily directing children’s attention to
the high-frequency words such as can and you, children begin to consis-
tently recognize a core group of words. We will describe predictable books
and the instructional procedures that guide children in recognizing words
later in this chapter and in other chapters in this book. The underlying
motivation for these materials and activities in emergent literacy classrooms
is to build on young children’s extensive knowledge about the world around
them and about stories and their interest in the engaging illustrations and
the rhythmical patterns of books.

As children acquire fluency with a group of words, strategies related to
syntax and semantics become relevant. These two systems are almost always
used simultaneously. When readers encounter an unknown word such as the
italicized word in the phrase “on top of the hill,” their sense of grammar
restricts their choices to only certain words—nouns. But just any noun will
not do. The meaning of the recognized words in the phrase confines the
choices even more. The following examples show the range of facility with
syntactic and semantic cues among first graders at the same point in the
school year:

Text: “Coco lives on top of the hill, in the house with the purple
roof.” (Gomi, 1979).

Alex: “Coco lives on top of the hill, in a house with her people.”

Toby:  “Coco lives on top of the hill, in the house on the purple road.”

Becca: “Coco lives on top of the hill, in her house with a purple roof.”

Carlos: “Coco lives in on top of the hill, in a house with the purple
roof.”

Alex is intent on establishing meaning. When he encounters new words—
“purple” and “roof”—he chooses to ignore the word “roof” so that his substi-
tution of people for purple makes sense. Toby, who was uncertain about the
word roof, substitutes another word that begins similarly—road. A purple
road is conceivable but is not supported by the illustrations that accompany
the text. As is typical of children at the very early stages of reading, Toby
chose not to retrace his steps.

As children’s facility with other word recognition strategies increases,
transformations such as Toby’s and Alexander’s are likely to be corrected to
ensure meaning and to account for the words on the page. In the case of
Becca’s transformation of the to her and the to a, the meaning is acceptable.
Since Coco is female, the expression “her house” is appropriate. As Carlos
reads ahead after saying in for on, he quickly realizes that “in top” does not
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make sense. While his substitution came from the same grammatical class,
the meaning was not acceptable. He engages in a self-correction where he
retraces his steps and gives a response that makes sense in the context.

But facility with the graphophonic system does not preclude transfor-
mations by readers. When children are highly engaged in what they are
reading, they may say “daddy” for “father.” Children who speak dialects of
English may transform a phrase in a text to comply with the underlying rules
of their dialect, changing “He is going” to “He be going” (Goodman, 1973).

The next three word recognition strategies—meaningful chunks of words,
high-frequency words, and letter-sound patterns—all relate to the cues pro-
vided by the graphophonic system or the word level of English. For children
to develop as readers, however, these strategies are useful insofar as children
can use them in the context of interesting text. Carlos’s self-correction illus-
trates a reader’s monitoring of the meaning that occurs when all of the word
recognition strategies are used simultaneously. For children such as Alex
who eliminated words or Toby who was oblivious to nuances in meaning,
guidance in coordinating information from the four cueing systems is neces-
sary. Clay (1985) has identified “cross-checking” as a strategy that can be
useful for beginning readers. Cross-checking refers to “checking cues against
one another” (Clay, 1985, p. 73). Teachers’ comments that support children
in becoming adept at cross-checking include: “Check to see if what you read
looks right and sounds right to you” (Clay, 1985, p. 73). Toby’s teacher might
also have encouraged him to cross-check by saying, “It could be road but
look at the letter f at the end of the word” (Clay, 1985, p. 73).

Meaningful Chunks of Words. Morphemes are the smallest meaning units
of language (Lindfors, 1980). There are two types of morphemes or meaning
units in English: free or base morphemes and bound morphemes. Free mor-
phemes communicate the essential meaning. These units can stand alone.
Take the word play. The smallest unit of that word that communicates mean-
ing is play. This morpheme appears with bound morphemes such as -ing, -s,
-ed, and -ful. Bound morphemes never appear alone but, when attached to a
free morpheme, as in plays, playing, played, playful, refine its meaning.

The examples of bound morphemes with the word play demonstrate
their two types: inflectional endings and derivational endings or affixes.
These types of morphemes are present in almost any book that beginning
readers will see. For example, the use of inflectional endings can be seen in
the following sentence in Else Holmelund Minark’s (1960) Little Bear’s
Friend:

They walked along eating cookies and talking, and soon they came to the
river. (Minark, 1960, p. 21, boldfaced type added)

There are three types of inflectional endings in this sentence: (a) plural—
cookies, (b) past tense—came, walked; (¢) continuous—eating, talking. A
fourth category—possessive—is in the title: Bear’s. If Little Bear had de-
scribed his friend, Emily, as his “best” friend, the fifth type of inflectional
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ending that designates “comparative” would have been present (i.e., best,
better). The sixth type of inflectional ending is the word “hugs” in the sen-
tence “Emily hugs Little Bear”—the third person singular form of a verb.

The functions of words are also refined through a second group of mor-
phemes, derivational, that pertain to suffixes and prefixes. Two sentences
from a popular children’s book entitled Fortunately (Charlip, 1964) illustrate
the nature of this group of morphemes:

Fortunately there was a parachute in the airplane.
Unfortunately there was a hole in the parachute. (Charlip, 1964)

The word “fortunately” has two suffixes, “ate” and ly,” that are added to the
noun “fortune.” The word “unfortunately” in the second sentence illustrates
yet another modification through the addition of the prefix “un.”

These two sentences from Fortunately demonstrate one additional way
in which morphemes are combined and changed to convey different mean-
ings: compound words. The word “airplane” has been formed by combining
two base or free morphemes. The word “parachute” is also a compound word
but using Latin origins which are not as well known as the components of
airplane. “Para” means to “prepare” and “chute” means “to fall.” As both
examples of compound words show, the addition of two morphemes is not
simply the sum of the parts. The meaning of compound words usually retains
a connection to the component words but is typically not a literal translation.
A “firehouse” is not a house on fire. Neither is a “housecat” a cat which is a
house (Fromkin & Rodman, 1974).

We are not suggesting that young children should be taught any of the
distinctions about morphemes that we have described. As teachers, however,
such distinctions are important ones to understand in guiding instruction
and in choosing books. In the past, each form of a word has been treated as
another “stimulus” for children to learn. Yet young children are quite facile
with many morphemic forms of language by the time they enter school
(Chomsky, 1972). Encouraging children to understand that they can also
read plays, played, and playing when they have learned the word play builds
on the syntactic and semantic cueing systems that we described earlier.
Children should be introduced early to the ways in which a word is refined
in the morphemic system through extensive modeling and exposure to these
“families” of words that share meanings and often vary only slightly in their
form. All too frequently, the attention of educators has been diverted to the
debate over the relative role of phonics in beginning reading instruction.
Consequently, the cues provided by the semantic system of English have not
been used fully by beginning readers.

High-Frequency Words. High-frequency or common words are the “glue”
words of written language. In the last sentence, there were four of these
words—or, are, the, and of. Books can be written without many high-
frequency words, but to do so requires using a structure that is primarily one
of labeling, such as the concept books that parents frequently read to tod-
dlers. Further, young children often write labels and lists that do not require
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high-frequency words. But high-frequency words become important if chil-
dren are to move beyond the labeling and listing stage. The list of the 100
most frequent words in written English that appears in Table 3.4 (Carroll,
Davies, & Richman, 1971) illustrates the nature of this group of words.

TABLE 3.4 100 Most Frequent Words in Written English
the or | out its
of by them who
and one then now
a had she people
to not many my
in but some made
is what S0 over
you all these did
that were would down
it when other only
he we into way
for there has find
was can more use
on an her may
are your two water
as which like long
with their him little
his said see very
they if time after
at do could words
be will no called
this each make just
from about than where
1 how first most
have up been know

From J.B. Carroll, P. Davies, B. Richman (1971). Word frequency book. Boston: Houghton

Mifflin.
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As can be seen in studying the words in Table 3.4, the high-frequency
words that occur over and over again in sentences are primarily the prepo-
sitions, conjunctions, pronouns, and articles that form the structure of sen-
tences rather than the nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs that convey the
ideas. The abstractness of these words is one of the features that makes them
so difficult for young children to learn. Even for adults, the task of providing
clear definitions of words such as “the” and “and” is not easy. It should not
be surprising, then, that young children state emphatically that these are not
“real words” (Adams, 1990).

The functions that these words serve are often many, leading to multiple
meanings of words. For example, The American Heritage Dictionary (1992)
gives 12 different meanings for the word can. Adding to the complexity of
high-frequency words is the presence of numerous homophones—words
that sound the same but are spelled differently. For example, the fifth word
on the list in Table 3.4—to—is such a word as are numerous others (e.g., or,
would, no, here).

High-frequency words are important in children’s development as facile
readers. In the text that third through eighth graders read, the 100 words in
Table 3.4 and 9 additional words account for about 50% of the words (Adams,
1990). In the past, instruction in these words dominated children’s beginning
reading experiences. Only when they had mastered the core group of words
(usually defined in terms of the 200 or so most frequent words), could they
move on to highly meaningful words. For many children, especially those
with limited prior literacy experiences, the hurdle of memorizing high-
frequency words was a formidable one.

Because these words are often ambiguous and abstract, children will
need a substantial amount of guidance in attending to and recognizing them
instantaneously. When children’s reading development is examined in home
and preschool settings, the first words that children recognize instantane-
ously are words that are personally highly meaningful. When preschoolers’
favorite words—chosen daily over nine months—were examined, 98% of the
words were nouns, and half of these were proper nouns, names of favorite
people (“Uncle Dan” for one child), favorite things (“Magic Markers” for an-
other child), and favorite places or events (“Disney World” for a child about
to go on a vacation) (Hiebert, 1983). Where do these words come from?
Ashton-Warner (1963) described the earliest words as “organic” words—
words that live for children.

Teachers can guide children in developing a core group of words by
showing them the words that they recognize, including those from the phys-
ical environment. These words may include ones such as stop, shown on the
common shape of a stop sign (Hiebert, 1978), as well as names of fast-food
restaurants. Children’s names—their own and their classmates’—are an ad-
ditional source. Yet another source for this core group of words are books
that are made up of highly meaningful words—nouns, verbs, sometimes ad-
jectives and adverbs. Numerous books that consist of labels of objects or
actions have been published recently with content for primary-level chil-
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dren, rather than the toddlers who are often the audience of labeling books.
Some of these books contain rhymes such as What Rhymes with Snake?
(Brown, 1994). Many alphabet books fall into this category. Artists such as
Donald Crews are masterful in drawing on environmental print (e.g., School
Bus), while photographers such as Tana Hoban portray critical concepts
such as opposites with photographs and captions, as in Push Pull Empty Full
(Hoban, 1972). Because these books can assist children in learning a core
group of words, we have included a list of them in Table 3.5. The purpose of
these books, as with other sources of highly meaningful words such as print
from stop and yield signs and children’s own organic words, is for children to
associate words that they use and understand in oral language with written
words. Once children have a corpus of 20 or so words, teachers can begin
showing children how to create sentences by adding words from the category
of high-frequency words in Table 3.4.

Consistent Letter-Sound Patterns in Words. Focusing on consistent graph-
ophonic relationships within words is another skill that children need to gain
to become independent readers and writers. While there is an exception to
almost every rule about English letter-sound correspondences, English is

TABLE 3.5 Label Books
Author and Title Concept

Brown, Rick. What Rhymes with | rhyming words (e.g., cow, sow)
Snake?

Crews, Donald. School Bus trip on a school bus
Crews, Donald. Truck loading and travel of a trailer truck
Florian, Douglas. Nature Walk sights and sounds on a hike
Hennessey, B. J. School Days members and activities of a classroom
Hoban, Tana. Push Pull Empty opposites

Full
Kalan, Robert. Rain. Illus. weather

Donald Crews
MacDonald, Suse. Alphabetics alphabet letters that evolve into objects (a=ark)

Maurer, Donna. Annie, Bea, and alphabet of school activities (a=all aboard)
Chi Chi Dolores: A School Day
Alphabet. lllus. Denys Cazet

McMillan, Bruce. What the Class | contents of a school
Pet Saw

Y
Miller, Margaret. Whose Shoe? matching shoes and their owners
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alphabetic. A picture or ideograph such as a Chinese character is not sud-
denly inserted in English, and there are patterns that will never occur as a
word (e.g., “SBXA”).

The term “phonics” refers to the body of knowledge about the English
letter-sound correspondences. The intent of phonics instruction is for read-
ers to use this knowledge to figure out the pronunciation of words with
which they are unfamiliar in written form (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, &
Wilkinson, 1985; Durkin, 1993). The words in the last sentence are high-
lishted to emphasize that phonics instruction involves children’s use of Eng-
lish letter-sound correspondences to pronounce unknown words in text and,
in so doing, recognize these words as part of their lexicon. The aim of phonics
instruction is not for children to recite rules about these relationships. Nor
is the intent that young children learn the rules so that they can decipher
strings of letters with letter-sound correspondences that could appear in Eng-
lish but do not, such as jat or vam.

The tool of phonics is an important one in that many of the words that
children encounter early in their reading are ones that they use in oral lan-
guage and that have consistent letter-sound patterns. Without this tool, chil-
dren are left guessing and using trial-and-error procedures. The continual
controversy around the use of phonics with beginning readers pertains to the
number of letter-sound relationships children are expected to know. There
are several hundred rules for the relationships between letters and sounds in
English (Venezky, 1967). Although some of the programs of the 1970s at-
tempted to do so, it is relatively futile and not worthwhile to try teaching all
the rules to children. However, children do benefit from knowledge of the
most common patterns. When children have been guided in common pat-
terns, they begin to look for patterns that they have not been taught (Juel &
Roper-Schneider, 1985). That is precisely the stance that teachers need to
generate: the sense that the sounds and letters relate to one another in
systematic ways.

Unlike words, individual syllables are physically distinguishable in speech.
For example, a listener can detect two separate units representing each of
the two syllables yel and low when the word yellow is spoken aloud. Syllabic
awareness has been described as the link between children’s interest in
rhythmical and rhyming patterns in oral language and the focus on individual
sounds or phonemes that is required to figure out unknown words (Adams,
1990). Consistent with this theory, young children more easily perceive the
part of the syllable with the vowel and the consonants that follow it such as
at in cat than they can perceive a string of individual phonemes such as /a//t/.
This part of the syllable that consists of the vowel and the consonants that
follow it is called the rime. In the word cat, the “c” is described as the onset,
that part of the syllable that precedes the vowel. In some contexts, rimes are
also referred to as phonograms or as word families. According to a dictionary
definition, the word “rime” is an equivalent to “rhyme” historically (Ameri-
can Heritage Dictionary, 1992). In our discussions, we will use “rime” to refer
to the consistent patterns formed by vowels and consonants, such as am in
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ham, Sam, and am or ain in train, plain, rain, main, Spain. The word
“rhyme” will be used to refer to poem or verse where words with rimes occur
at the ends of lines. For example, in Green Eggs and Ham, Dr. Seuss (1960)
used the rime am to form the rhyming verse:

I do not like them,
Sam-I-am.

I do not like

green eggs and ham  (p. 12).

The ease with which rimes can be perceived is good news for word recog-
nition because many of the basic rimes form one-syllable words that appear
often in young children’s books. Further, a small set of these rimes accounts
for a large number of words. According to Wylie and Durrell (1970), 37 rimes
account for 500 words that occur frequently in the texts for primary-level
students. These 37 rimes are clustered according to their vowel pattern in
Table 3.6. There are many additional rimes within each of the categories in
Table 3.6 but the major categories of vowel patterns are included. As an
example of the additional rimes within a category, consider the instances of
the “V-C” pattern. According to Fries (1963), all of the following rimes occur
in single- or multi-syllable words:

ab, ad, ag, am, an, ap, as, at, ax

ib, id, ig, im, in, ip, is, it, ix

eb, ed, eg, em, en, ep, et, ex

ob, od, og, om, on, op, ot, 0x

ub, ud, ug, um, un, up, ut, ux (pp. 171-173)

The boldfaced patterns also appear in Table 3.6. The number of instances of
patterns in this category illustrates that the rimes in Table 3.6 comprise only
a fraction of the rimes. The six V-C rimes in Table 3.6 represent 14% of the
rimes within this category. From this, we can conclude that the V-C rime is
one that occurs frequently enough to warrant attention in a beginning liter-
acy program.

Among the more puzzling rimes for some children will be the vowel
dipthong in which a new sound is created by the combination of vowels. One
rime of this type appears in Table 3.6—aw. There are a number of others
with which teachers should be familiar as they work with beginning readers:
00 (cool, cook), ew (crew), au (auto), ou (out), ow (owl), oi (0il), and y
(oyster).

One consistent pattern that does not appear in Table 3.6 is the single
vowel at the end of a syllable as in so, no, go, ho, yo. This pattern will be
easier for beginning readers to grasp than the vowel dipthong in that the
sound associated with the vowel is similar to the letter name.

In addition to the vowel patterns, attention to particular clusters of con-
sonants that are represented in the “Illustrative Words” in Table 3.6 can also
assist children. The words that share the rime “ake” in Table 3.6 include two
types of consonant groupings: (a) consonant blends as in Blake, brake,



56 CHAPTER 3 What Do Young Readers and Writers Learn?

TABLE 3.6 Characteristics of the “37 Rimes in 500
Primary-Level Words”

Vowel Pattern Frequently Occurring Illustrative Words?
Rimes*

“Short” vowel

¢ Basic pattern: V3-C* | ® an, ap, at, in, ip, op, ug | ® can, Dan, fan, Jan, man,
Nan, pan, ran, tan, van,
bran, clan, Fran, plan,
scan, span, Stan

¢ Extended pattern: e ack, ank, ash, ell, est, ® back, hack, Jack, lack,
V-C-C ick, ill, ing, ink, ock, Mack, pack, rack, quack,
uck, ump, unk sack, tack, black, clack,

crack, knack, slack,
smack, snack, stack,
track, shack, whack

“Long” vowel
e V.C-e (silent e) e ake, ale, ame, ate, ice, | ® bake, cake, fake, Jake,
ide, ine, oke lake, make, rake, sake,
wake, Blake, brake, drake,
snake, shake
® V-V-C ® ail, ain, ay, eat ® bail, fail, Gail, hail, jail,
mail, nail, pail, rail, sail,
tail, vail, wail, snail, trail
* V+ght e jght e fight, light, might, night,
right, sight, blight, bright,
fright, plight, slight

“R-controlled” vowel
® Vor ® ir, or ® fir, sir, stir, girl, twirl,

swirl, whirl

® Vore ® ore ® bore, core, gore, more,

pore, sore, tore, wore,

store, chore

Dipthongs (two vowels ® aw ® caw, haw, jaw, law, raw,
or vowel/consonant that saw, claw, draw, flaw,
create a single, unique straw, thaw

sound)

'Rimes are the 37 that Wylie and Durrell (1970) identified as accounting for 500 words that
oceur frequently in text for primary-level children.

llustrative words are for the first rime of each type.

*V is an abbreviation for vowel.

4C is an abbreviation for consonant.

drake, snake, and (b) consonant digraphs as in shake. In a blend, each
consonant retains its unique sounds. Consonant digraphs, like vowel dip-
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thongs, are pairings that provide a single sound that is different from that
associated with either letter. Directing children’s attention to the unique
sound that occurs when particular consonants are paired can be helpful. As
well as the consonant digraph sh as represented in shake, several other con-
sonant digraphs can be located in Table 3.6: ch in chore (as well as ch in
chill), and th in thaw (as well as th in the). Three additional consonant
digraphs are: ph (phone), -ng (sing), -gh (rough).

In considering which information about the letter-sound system to
highlight, teachers will want to put a priority on those patterns that give
children the greatest leverage. For example, some of the V-C rimes occur in
only a word or two and/or appear rarely in books or conversations (gat, neb).
Further, there is no evidence that each pattern should get equal billing in an
emergent literacy program or that all patterns should be taught. Within the
research literature, there have been few examinations of how much ex-
posure to rimes children with low levels of conventional literacy require
to understand the alphabetic principle. At the same time, there is no evi-
dence that going through all of the patterns will bring children to this
understanding.

Guiding children to a working knowledge of the groups of patterns in
Table 3.6 will be useful as long as this knowledge is viewed as a means rather
than an end of learning. Playfulness with these patterns will likely go much
farther than attending to each of the patterns individually. The metacogni-
tive stance that we discussed in Chapter 2 where children reflect on what
they have learned and establish what is the same and different about words
that they are learning will also be useful. Encouraging children to collect
words, including multisyllabic words, that fit particular patterns can assist in
this process. Presenting these words on kiosks or word walls (Cunningham,
1995) has proven an effective context for supporting this metacognitive
stance toward letter-sound patterns.

With experience in hearing and seeing words with consistent patterns,
children can be guided in extending their knowledge to new words. Compar-
ing and contrasting the patterns in unknown words with those in known
words is described as the analogy strategy (Cunningham, 1979; Goswami &
Mead, 1992). After recognizing at in cat, children are guided in extending
their knowledge to fat and sat. The use of the analogy strategy in young
readers can be enhanced if the books that children are given allow them to
apply their knowledge (Juel & Roper-Schneider, 1985). Such books need not
contain tedious text such as the “Dad had to fan Nan. Dad had to fan Dan.”
of past eras’ reading textbooks (Rasmussen & Goldberg, 1964). Stories must
flow naturally and not be stilted, while giving opportunity for application of
knowledge about word patterns. The line “‘Let’s dig, dig, dig!’ said the little
pigs” (Kirk, 1996) illustrates the natural flow of language while preserving
the potential for students to apply their emerging knowledge of letter-sound
patterns. As children progress in their reading, they will learn to draw on
already-known patterns in multisyllabic words. Students learn to expect that
word patterns give cues to pronunciation which they can use to connect to
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their knowledge of word meanings derived from background knowledge and
contextual supports.

Spelling Words

Traditional spelling instruction has often been associated with didactic
methods, where children are presented with new words on Monday and
tested on Friday. They spend the intervening days using a variety of tech-
niques to memorize the words for Friday’s test. Over the past several
decades, the lenses of cognitive psychologists and linguists have shifted per-
spectives on spelling instruction. In particular, linguists such as Read (1975)
described children’s attempts to spell as evidence of their knowledge of the
relationships between speech and print, efforts known as “invented spelling.”
While this idea has been interpreted by some educators to imply an entire
philosophy about learning to spell, we suggest that invented spelling repre-
sents a necessary start on the road to proficient spelling. While children may
be limited in their accuracy when asked to invent their own spellings, they
require many opportunities to test their hypotheses about sound-to-letter
relationships. Thus there are two aspects to understanding early primary
grade spelling processes: (a) the construct of invented spelling and (b) the
strategies of conventional spelling.

Invented Spelling. Invented spelling refers to the forms of children’s spell-
ings when they are encouraged to represent their knowledge about sound-
letter relationships in whatever form they can as they create meaningful
messages. The examples in Vignette 3.3 show the range of spellings in chil-
dren’s compositions in the fall of grade one. According to Read (1975), the
spelling patterns of a particular child at a particular time or of a group of
children who represent a range of developmental levels are neither random
nor haphazard. Children’s spelling productions manifest consistent rules.
For a particular child at a particular point in time, similar rules will be used
to spell different words. In Vignette 3.3, Juan always represents a word with
one of its key letters, sometimes two. The exception to this rule is the spelling
of an entire word that Juan has learned, “ITIAD.” Mandie spells two words, “I”
and “MOM,” and uses letters she associates with the other important word in
her message: “RTS” for recess.

Read (1975) described these productions of young children as “invent-
ing” the spelling system. According to Read and other observers (e.g., Gentry,
1982) of young children’s compositions, consistent patterns can be seen in
children’s spellings over time. Primary patterns that characterize young chil-
dren’s spellings are summarized in Table 3.7. The patterns detailed in Table
3.7 apply to children’s spelling efforts at the point where they have moved to
representing letters (see Table 3.3, the fourth of DeFord’s writing categories).
Of the first graders whose compositions appear in Vignette 3.3, all but Travis
are using one of the prominent spelling strategies.
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TABLE 3.7 Strategies in Children’s Spelling

Prominent Strategy Description Example

Prephonemic Letters are used to write words but the “@” for “hat”
sound-symbol relationships are
unrelated to target word.

Early phonemic Some phonemes are represented by “DR” for “Dear”
letters, typically most salient
phoneme(s) in a word.

‘Phonetic Attempts are made to represent most “wns” for “once”
sounds in words, often letter name that
most closely resembles sound.

Simple Associations | Simple vowels and consonants are “bid” for “bird”
represented correctly but complex
patterns are not.

Strategic Extensions | With complex vowels and consonants, “bote” for “boat”
attempts reflect complex English
patterns, although not the conventions
of English.

Conventional

These strategies represent an elaboration of stages originally proposed in J.R. Gentry (1982): An
analysis of developmental spelling in GNYS AT WRK. The Reading Teacher, 36, 192-199.

Mandie’s and Juan’s spellings are typical of early phonemic strategy use.
Both children attempt to represent most words with at least one letter. Man-
die’s and Juan’s compositions illustrate, however, that there are processes at
work other than those that are strictly associated with knowledge of sound-
letter correspondences. Children also memorize spellings, indicated by Man-
die’s production of “MOM” and Juan’s spelling of “HAD.” The use of the
phonetic strategy can be seen in Albert’s composition, where he represents
most of the sounds he hears.

Conventional Spelling Strategies. While the typical schemes of invented
spelling (see, e.g., Gentry, 1982) cluster children’s spelling together once
they have attained some conventional proficiencies, there are substantial
differences in children’s proficiencies and in the strategies that they use. The
task is exacerbated by the idiosyncrasies of English spelling, which means
that rule application for one word may not apply to another similarly pro-
nounced word, whether idiosyncratic to the child’s dialect or part of the
mainstream pronunciations. Table 3.7 includes strategies that distinguish
children’s progress toward conventional spelling.
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Many children are quite effective using a basic association strategy but
are reluctant to attempt strategic extensions. These children expect each
sound to have a corresponding letter-sound in English spelling. Unfortu-
nately, this is an erroneous generalization to make about all English spellings.
Without the willingness to take risks—and to err—children will have diffi-
culty becoming good spellers. Because spelling is not a direct derivative of
phonological knowledge, the sounds in the spoken word must be analyzed
and corresponding knowledge about how these sounds are represented must
be invoked before the associated spelling is produced. Difficulty in either
phonemic analysis, knowledge of spelling patterns, or both inhibits good
spelling.

Spelling patterns are sufficiently complex to make the task a difficult
one. There is considerably more uncertainty in sound-to-spelling than in
spelling-to-sound translations. For example, the letter f quite reliably sym-
bolizes the phoneme /f/. In contrast, the phoneme /f/ can be spelled as f, ff,
ph, or gh (Adams, 1990). Adams (1990) reports a study in which the sound-
to-spelling patterns in the one- and two-syllable words that six- to nine-year-
olds commonly write were analyzed. Within this core group of words that
primary-level children write, there were 166 different sound-to-spelling re-
lationships represented. Because it is difficult, if not impossible, for emergent
writers to learn all of these patterns, it is not surprising to find that those
who attend to the patterns of letters within words, rather than individual
sound-letter correspondences, are the more proficient spellers. Once chil-
dren apply strategic extensions, they may find another strategy, examining
the spelling to see if it “looks right,” to be valuable. Checking the appearance
of a word’s spelling involves the use of visual imagery. Drawing on their
knowledge of spelling patterns and the implicit recognition of words they
may have encountered (i.e., they “look right”) are all important information
sources for emergent spellers.

Awareness of Literary Elements

When we introduced the fourth system of language, the pragmatic, we noted
that written language assumes different forms. Sentences are organized into
paragraphs and paragraphs are related to one another to form particular text
structures. These structures help us, as readers, to anticipate the kind of
information authors include in their texts and the form through which they
present the information. For example, when we begin to read a novel, we
assume that early in the text, the author will introduce and begin to develop
the story’s primary characters and setting. In contrast, if we were to choose
an informational text, such as a book on the role of herbs in healing common
health problems, we would expect to see descriptions of herbs that are used
for different purposes and possibly explanations of how and why they work.
Stories and informational text illustrate variation across a critical literary
element: the text’s structure. We use the term literary elements in this sec-
tion to encompass such traditional features as point of view, use of figurative
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language, and specific structural aspects (e.g., character, setting, plot, con-
flict), as well as specific characteristics of books for young readers, such as
predictable word patterns and other forms of language play.

Literary elements have usually been more central to the curriculum in
the middle grades and above, remaining in the background in early child-
hood classrooms. However, we believe that two elements are worthy of early
introduction—genre and language play—because they can positively influ-
ence children’s literary acquisition and dispositions toward text.

Genres. The term genre refers to the type of text structure or style that
writers use to organize their texts. Three genres are common to young chil-
dren: stories or narrative text, informational or expository text, and predict-
able or rhyming text.

Narrative texts or stories tend to be structured around a set of characters
who face a particular conflict. The narrative takes place within a defined
setting, and the flow of the tale usually follows from the introduction of the
conflict or problem that the characters attempt to resolve. Narrative texts
may be fictional such as Bunting’'s (1994) Smoky Night, which also relates
information about historical events: The story is a fictional account of inter-
actions between neighbors during the riots in Los Angeles in 1992. Narrative
texts take a variety of forms. Folk tales, myths, fables, rhymes and poems,
historical fiction, modern fantasy, autobiography/biography, and modern fic-
tion are among the most common.

Informational books are, of course, books that provide information
about concepts, events, people, and so forth. Just as narrative texts take
various forms, expository texts have a range of forms, usually referred to in
terms of the text structure: explanation, comparison/contrast, problem/
solution, description, and so forth (see Armbruster & Anderson, 1984; Meyer,
1975). Early introduction of informational, or nonfiction, books to young
children helps them become accustomed to the different ways in which in-
formational texts are written relative to the more common narrative texts
they frequently encounter. The uses of informational books are demon-
strated in a kindergarten class where children were asking whether dino-
saurs can jump (Richgels, 1995, p. 248). After a vote on the question, the
following exchange occurred:

Teacher: Some of you said “Yes” and some of you said “No.” What
could we do, what could we do to find out more information
about that? What could we do?

C: Look in a book!

Children in this classroom clearly understood that texts can take different
forms, and providing information is one of their key purposes. By using in-
formational texts to uncover specific information, teachers can model using
a book’s table of contents and index, exploring pictures for information,
reading sections of text out of sequence, and other strategies unique to texts
of this type.
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Predictable books are common ones children see in schools. These
books can draw on a variety of content—information as well as events asso-
ciated with stories. The use of a pattern defines a predictable book. Nursery
rhymes (see Jerry’s and Jacob’s responses in Chapter 2) illustrate this repet-
itive form of text. Some predictable books use an enumerative structure
where various aspects of a class or category are listed. For example, in Shaw’s
(1947) It Looked Like Spilt Milk, the text is predictable due to the repetitions
of the children’s perceptions of a cloud. Some books use a predictable pattern
that encourages labeling. The popular book Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What
Do You See? (Martin, 1967) illustrates this pattern. Other books use a more
sophisticated topic and more complex pattern, such as the sequence of steps
in making something. Westcott’s (1987) Peanut Butter and Jelly is illustra-
tive of this type, beginning with the words, “First you take the dough and
knead it, knead it.” The text moves through the sequence of making bread
and jelly, ending with, “Then you take the sandwich and eat it, eat it. Peanut
butter, peanut butter, Jelly, jelly.” There are also many “stories” among pre-
dictable text. For example, Wildsmith’s (1982) Cat on the Mat tells a story
using a repetitive pattern.

Understanding the ways in which these genres function can be especially
helpful to children at the beginning stages of reading. For example, one of
the primary ways in which children can apply their emerging word recogni-
tion strategies is through reading predictable texts with a repeated phrase.
However, children need to be aware of this text structure for its predictability
to prove useful. Text structure awareness is as, if not more, essential to chil-
dren as writers. To communicate their message, they must make choices
about genres.

Language Play. Language play is prominent in books for young children. It
consists of various techniques, including the rhymes and repetitive elements
that we have already discussed. Other techniques used to play with language
and generate story interest involve unusual names of characters or odd twists
and turns in the storyline. In the earliest books for young readers, these
humorous uses of language and of storylines are often fairly obvious to young
children. A quick question or two by the teacher will be sufficient for most
children to see the humor and understand the meaning.

One important form of language play that may be less expected or evi-
dent to young children is onomatopoeia, the creation of a word by imitation
of a sound associated with its referent. This technique is used frequently in
children’s books and adds much humor and interest to reading for young
children as they learn to associate letters and sounds. Dr. Seuss was a master
at inventing words and unique sounds such as the “zyzzer-zazzer-zuzz” for
the letter Z in his ABC book. However, this technique may cause confusion
for young children because successful application of phonics knowledge may
end up, correctly, in identifying a set of sounds that create a “pseudoword,”
not an actual word in the language.

For example, as the turtle in I Wish I Could Fly (Maris, 1987) attempts
the specialties of other animals, his efforts are summarized with words that
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represent his clumsy attempts: CRASH! BANG! WALLOP! CRUNCH! When
these sounds are familiar and exaggerated, the story becomes humorous.
Without guidance, however, some children will treat these as words that may
not make sense but must be “read correctly.” We have watched a child who
was struggling with basic concepts of print read Cat on the Mat rhythmically
until she reached the sound “Sssppstt!” of the cat. At that point, she stopped
and hesitated, rather than try to read the pseudoword. For occasions such as
this, children can benefit from discussing authors’ “language play.” As the
little girl plays outside in Rain Talk (Serfozo, 1990), the rain goes, “Plip-
PlipPlipPlipPlipPlip.” Children may benefit from talk about other sounds of
the rain and how these might be written. Indeed, such talk highlights lan-
guage play using rimes and onsets, discussed as part of children’s automatic-
ity with patterns of written language.

These necessary processes form an important basis for children’s ongo-
ing literacy acquisition. They are as critical to successful literacy use as are
central processes. In the next section, we examine those processes that help
young learners develop both necessary and central literacy processes.

Interim Processes

Interim, or temporary, processes aid in acquiring the necessary processes of
recognizing and spelling words. The three interim processes include con-
cepts about print, phonemic awareness, and letter naming. These three pro-
cesses are important as children grapple with the alphabetic principle, the
underlying rule-based system that connects oral with written language. Once
children have made the transition to conventional word recognition and
spelling, these interim processes need no longer be an instructional focus.

Concepts about Print

Gough and Hillinger (1980) refer to readers’ understandings of written lan-
guage functions and forms as “cryptanalytic intent,” making the parallel be-
tween reading acquisition and deciphering a coded or cryptic message. This
analogy may assist teachers in thinking about the task that confronts stu-
dents who have had few prior experiences with reading and writing. Like
sleuths attempting to decode a secret message, young children need to deci-
pher the code of written language. Through interactions with adults in their
environments, children learn the clues that allow them to decipher the writ-
ten language system. Two categories of information are critical in establish-
ing what written language is and the functions it serves: (a) print carries a
message and (b) print has conventions and units (Juel, 1996).

Print Carries a Message. Knowing where adults get the information to read
and to write can be confusing to young children. When preschoolers were
asked to identify the part of a book that their teachers and parents read to
them, many three- and four-year-olds selected illustrations (Hiebert, 1979).
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By age five, most children could identify the print as the source of the mes-
sage. For children whose experiences with print have been primarily in en-
vironmental contexts, print may be confused with the logo, the distinctive
type, or the colors on signs or labels (Masonheimer, Drum, & Ehri, 1984).
Until children come to realize that the lines and shapes that people refer to
in books and the environment represent the meanings that they use in oral
language, they will struggle in literacy instruction. Young children can be
taught to name or write letters but, without an understanding of the hows
and whys of written language, they do not learn to read faster or better
(Samuels, 1972).

Print Conventions and Concepts. Once children understand that the
squiggles represent meaning, they need to understand the conventions and
units of this system. The rules underlying the system of a written language
are arbitrary. For example, while choices regarding directionality differ
across written languages, in English, directionality is from left to right and
top to bottom. As teachers and parents point to print in enlarged books,
children come to understand the directionality of written language.

Other concepts refer to the units of importance in written language and
the relationship between oral and written language (e.g., word, letter, sen-
tence, text or book, sounds, alphabet). The concept of “word” is critically
important to acquire. In speech, words run together (e.g., Howyadoing?). In
contrast, when writing or when reading printed text, children must under-
stand where words begin and end. It is hard to connect the first letter in
“monster” to the sound /m/ if the child is confused about where the word
“monster” is on a page. Emerging readers and writers come to understand
that the strings of letters between the spaces are the same units that they
use in their speech.

Phonemic Awareness

Phonemes are the “smaller-than-syllable sounds that correspond roughly to
individual letters” (Adams, 1990, p. 40). For example, the sound of /b/ in the
word bat illustrates a phoneme. Researchers have related the ability to ma-
nipulate sounds or phonemic awareness to children’s reading development
(Bradley & Bryant, 1983; Juel, Griffith, & Gough, 1986; Juel, 1991; Perfetti,
Beck, Bell, & Hughes, 1987). Why might this be? In oral language where
words are run together, children need to focus on the sense of words, rather
than their sounds. In fact, if people were consciously aware of each phoneme
in an oral message, listening comprehension would become impossible. But,
in learning to read and write, awareness of distinct sounds and their repre-
sentation in written forms is essential. When children cannot distinguish
between sounds in oral language, they will have a difficult time making links
between sounds and letters. For example, to use the vowel-consonant pat-
tern of at to figure out words such as bat and fat once the word cat has been
learned, children need to be able to delete the initial phoneme and replace it
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with new phonemes. To form the spoken word /bat/ when viewing b and at,
children also need to integrate or blend the onset with the rime.

Such aspects of phonemic awareness are necessary for children to suc-
cessfully apply their knowledge of phonics, one of the word recognition strat-
egies that we described earlier. However, phonemic awareness is not an
interchangeable label for phonics. Phonemic awareness involves the ability
to focus on and manipulate discrete sounds, while phonics involves the con-
nection between a written symbol and a sound (Lipson & Wixson, 1991). In
conventional phonics instruction, children may be asked to delete, blend,
and segment sounds of words without specific guidance. For example, asking
children to identify from a list of words one that begins the same as the word
“fish” assumes children are able to isolate the initial sound in fish, then
associate it with another at hand. In fact, this task requires children’s facility
with both blending and deleting phonemes, two aspects of phonemic aware-
ness that have been identified consistently by researchers as important to
literacy acquisition.

Children who have played rhyming games in their homes or preschools
often have a strong sense of phonemic awareness (Tobin & Pikulski, 1983).
When children have not had such opportunities, experiences need to be
integrated into the emergent literacy classroom. Typically, such programs
engage children in a variety of games and activities involving nursery
rhymes, rhymed stories and rhyme production, segmentation of sentences
into individual words, investigations of word length, clapping and dancing to
syllabic rhythms and solving puzzles, and finally, isolation and identification,
first of initial phonemes, and then of word-final and internal phonemes. The
most successful methods have used nursery rhymes (Lundberg, Frost, &
Petersen, 1988) which involve rhyme and alliteration, such as “Hickory
Dickory Dock,” presented in Vignette 2.3. Such language play is helpful, and
most effective when coupled with the meaning-making activities we have
described earlier. Through these activities, young learners come to under-
stand how our written symbol system works and why it is valuable to have
access to this code.

In this section, we emphasized the phonemic awareness that is required
to distinguish the sounds of spoken language. The use of this knowledge in
beginning reading and writing needs to be coupled with knowledge about the
written symbols to allow the application of phonics. To make this connec-
tion, children also require knowledge of letters—the interim process to
which we turn next.

Letter Naming

Think about learning to tell apart items that are distinguished by subtle
changes in orientation. That is the task that confronts young children in
learning to recognize the alphabet. The quartet of b, d, p, and q immediately
comes to mind as the most complicated to remember. Yet, there are other
confusing pairs such as f and t; s and z; h and n. Without the association of
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letters with sounds in familiar spoken words and as parts of recognizable
words, the letters individually have no meaning. The letter B on a wall is as
ornamental to young children as a cupola on a Victorian house. In addition,
there are two forms of these letters—uppercase and lowercase—and two
types of scripts—manuscript and cursive. Add to this mix the host of orthog-
raphies that are used in printing books and signs, where particular letters
can differ considerably in their appearance. Unlike other aspects of the phys-
ical world where children are taught to give the general name—for example,
chair—to numerous different objects, the letter-naming task requires chil-
dren to give different names to meaningless squiggles that look very similar.

Young children are often praised by adults for attending to letters, and
may be eager to please adults by attending to this aspect of their world. Many
children come to school able to recite the letter names, especially as part of
the alphabet song. But it is only when letters become associated with chil-
dren’s names and those of family miembers that the task becomes a meaning-
ful one for them. The critical task for beginning reading is more than simply
letter recitation. In the 1970s, the U.S. Office of Education studies (Bond &
Dykstra, 1967) showed that letter naming was the best predictor of reading
success, which led several researchers to initiate projects where children
were taught to name the letters. They found that letter-naming drills alone,
without immersing children in literacy tasks, did not increase children’s
success in becoming literate (Samuels, 1972). Letter naming is part of a host
of other things that children are learning. Mason (1980) described a broad
array of concepts of and experiences with print that paralleled children’s
acquisition of letter naming. In homes, letter naming occurs as part of book
reading as well as tasks such as playing with magnetic letters to make names
of favorite people.

In their work with initially low-performing first-grade children, Hiebert
and her colleagues (Hiebert, Colt, Catto, & Gury, 1992) found that the ma-
jority of the children (87%) were facile in naming uppercase letter names but
much less so in naming lowercase letters (29%). Letter naming was closely
tied to phonemic awareness, and phonemic awareness predicted children’s
fluency in reading at the end of the year. By midyear, all but one child was
able to name lowercase letters proficiently. The researchers examined how
children came to learn letters and, more importantly, to associate these
letters with sounds. They identified three dimensions of instruction that
supported children’s learning: (a) pairing letters in contrastive pairs, (b) as-
suming a metacognitive stance, and (¢) embedding letter naming in mean-
ingful print use.

The order of letter introduction was given considerable thought. The
order was derived from the phonological features of the sounds and the
graphic distinctiveness of the letters. While an extended discussion of speech
theory is not possible here (see Perkins, 1971), several examples illustrate
the underlying distinctions. Feel the shape of your mouth as you begin saying
the words mad and dad. Now do the same with the words pat and bat. What
makes sounds distinctive involves the place where the sound comes from
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and the manner in which the sound is made. The sounds /m/ and /d/ are
different from one another in the place where the sound is produced: /m/ is
produced with both lips, while /d/ is produced through contact with the “al-
veolar ridge.” These two sounds also differ in the manner in which the sounds
are made. The sound of /m/ is nasal in that air is directed through the nose
while the sound of /d/ involves creating pressure in the air tract and releasing
it. The letters that are associated with these two sounds also differ signifi-
cantly from one another: the “m” consisting of curves and the “d” using a
partial circle and a high, straight line. By contrast, the place and manner of
making the sounds of /p/ and /b/ are similar. Both sounds are made by both
lips and involve pressure in the air tract. They differ only in that the /b/ is
voiced and the /p/ is unvoiced. Further, their graphic forms are minimally
different.

We have clustered pairs of letters together in a manner that provides
maximum contrasts for children in the phonological and graphic character-
istics of sounds and letters:

h-c

m-d

1-g (g as in get)
s-p

t-v

b-r

n-w

j-k

f-n

When letter-sound correspondences are presented in pairs, children can
make distinctions that are not possible with single letters and sounds. The
letters and sounds that occur less frequently and usually at the ends of
words—z and x—can be integrated when appropriate, as can the occasional
but interesting combination of “qu.”

The metacognitive stance that was described in Chapter 2 means that
the uniquenesses and likenesses of letter-sound correspondences are the
object of conversations. In an analysis of teachers’ manuals a decade ago
(and we suspect this would be the case today), each letter was treated as if
no letters had been previously taught or learned (Hiebert & Papierz, 1990).
When the learning of each letter is treated as an isolated event, children are
confused about the relationships of letters to one another as well as to the
larger task of reading. By emphasizing the uniquenesses of letters as they are
contrasted to other letters, children are encouraged to take a metacognitive
stance in learning about letters and their correspondences to sounds.

Finally, to become fluent and adept with letter-sound correspondences,
children need to be exposed to many books and, even more importantly, to
daily occasions where they can write. Gury (1994) found that, through
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shared book reading events in kindergarten with heterogeneous groups of
children, children’s letter-naming abilities rose and their phonemic aware-
ness increased as well.

Orchestrating the Processes

Early views of literacy acquisition within the reading readiness tradition took
a passive stance—young children would become facile in literacy when they
were ready. In contrast, within the emergent literacy tradition, becoming
prepared is an active process inseparable from ongoing literacy acquisition.
Children learn to read as a result of extensive involvement in literacy activi-
ties. According to Vygotsky (1978), “the only ‘sood learning’ is that which is
in advance of development” (p. 89). Learning experiences should point to
the processes and knowledge of the next stage of learning. If, for example, a
young child knows the letters in his or her name, adults draw the child’s
attention to these letters in new words and even exaggerate the pronuncia-
tion of words with this letter-sound correspondence. “Jessica, this word in

The initial mastery of particular knowledge provides the “basis for sub-
sequent development of a variety of highly complex internal processes in
children’s thinking” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 90). Without particular notions
about literacy, young children will not read well, which results in failure to
acquire other areas of competence. While we do not believe in a specific
detailed sequence of instruction, we do believe that concepts build upon one
another. If particular aspects of knowledge are not established, children will
be at a disadvantage. The progression is not a neatly sequenced hierarchy
but, as children write extensively, participate in frequent read-along and
read-aloud events, engage in rhyming games with the content of predictable
books and nursery rhymes, and receive guidance on particular features of
written language, they move toward conventional literacy.

Attention needs to be paid to all of these processes in the initial stages of
literacy acquisition because the simultaneous use of various different sys-
tems in comprehending and composing is the essence of literacy use. A term
that describes the simultaneous manner in which processes need to be or-
chestrated or coordinated is automaticity (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974). Au-
tomaticity refers to the ability to identify or spell words rapidly so that the
literacy user’s resources can be directed to comprehending and composing.
Accuracy in using the systems of written language in reading or writing is not
sufficient for comprehending or composing. If accuracy alone is achieved, a
reader or writer may spend so much time focusing on individual words that
the overall message is lost.

Teachers can support the development of automaticity through the texts
that they select and the opportunities that they create for writing. Whatever
the level at which children are reading or writing, they requiire opportunities
to consolidate their strategies. When children can apply their strategies suc-
cessfully in reading or writing a text, they experience fluent reading or writ-



Interim Processes 69

ing (Allington, 1983b). For example, in an oral reading of Cat on the Mat
(Wildsmith, 1982), the reading of entire sentences such as “The goat sat on
the mat” might be modeled by the teacher. A repeated reading of the text
models for children the manner in which meaningful phrases are read rather
than word-by-word reading. For children to acquire fluent application of
strategies, emergent literacy contexts need to include frequent events where
fluent reading of text is modeled and where students can apply their emerg-
ing strategies with easily accessible text.

In Table 3.8, we have presented some of the points along the way that
characterize this learning that is occurring simultaneously on a number of
different fronts. When teachers are scaffolding children’s learning, these
markers or indicators of growth in literacy strategies are the basis for creating
new experiences. Take, for example, the child who is applying knowledge
of simple vowel-consonant rimes to the words “pink,” “pig,” and “at” and
recognizes the words “I” and “me” in the sentence “I saw a pink pig looking
at me” from the book I Went Walking (Williams, 1989). According to Table

TABLE 3.8 A Progression of “Growing” Strategies from
Novice to Facile Reading

Level Emerging Strategies

Novice | ® Handles books from front to back, left to right
® Associates illustrations with the meaning of text
® Tracks print as it is read

e Uses knowledge of initial consonants in verifying prediction from
illustration (cross-checking)

Predicts phrases and/or sentences from the pattern of the text
Recognizes differences in high-frequency words with teacher scaffolding
(e.g., realizes that article is “the” rather than “a”)

Recognizes presence of basic word patterns (e.g., V-C rimes) with
teacher scaffolding

b3

¢ Applies knowledge of basic word patterns (e.g., “at,” “an”)
independently in figuring out unknown words

® Recognizes 5-10 high-frequency words independently and consistently

e Integrates knowledge of topic and uses illustrations to support

application of word pattern and high-frequency word knowledge

¢ Increases knowledge of word patterns to more complex rimes (e.g., V-V-C
and V-C-e)
e Recognizes 20-25 high-frequency words

Facile | ® Extends knowledge of word patterns to two-syllable words and words
with complex rimes (i.e., vowel digraphs and variant patterns)
Recognizes core group of 50 or more high-frequency words
automatically
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3.8, this child would be functioning about halfway between novice and facile
reading. This child’s teacher would be intent on encouraging the child’s ex-
posure to word patterns with more complex rimes and high-frequency words.
Following Vygotsky’s (1978) view that learning leads development, these
markers, or indicators of growth in literacy strategies, are used to set the
stage for this child’s extended learning. Such a perspective differs radically
from the behaviorist view where children were not introduced to new mate-
rial until they had mastered a particular body of knowledge. The emergent
literacy perspective encourages both exposure to new books, strategies, and
knowledge about literacy as well as focus on a core set of critical features and
strategies.

Summary

In this chapter, we clustered the critical processes that make up early liter-
acy into three groups: central, necessary, and interim processes. The acts of
comprehending and composing are at the center of literacy. At the most
basic level, comprehending involves readers’ personal responses—sharing
personal experiences and feelings, putting themselves in the situation de-
scribed in the text, or comparing themselves to the characters. Critical re-
sponses also need to be developed where children study the content of books
relative to their prior experiences, the author’s purposes, and their experi-
ences with previously read books. Young children approach the task of writ-
ing a message in the same way that they approach the task of reading a
book—with communicative intent. Even if young children cannot form let-
ters, the descriptions that they give to their messages involve communicative
intent. To successfully communicate with a range of audiences also requires
proficiency with different structures and conventions of writing.

Each of these central processes of comprehending and composing is built
on a set of necessary processes. In the case of comprehending, the set of
processes is word recognition and, for composing, the parallel set is pro-
cesses of spelling. A third set of necessary processes is common to compre-
hending and composing—understanding the structure and literary elements
of texts.

Meaningful reading depends on the automatic recognition of words. The
various strategies of word recognition can be clustered into four basic groups:
(a) common graphophonic patterns, (b) high-frequency words used in sen-
tences (e.g., the, a, or) (¢) meaning chunks of words, and (d) contextual
supports through meanings of sentences, texts, and illustrations.

Early primary-grade spelling processes involve (a) invented spelling and
(b) the strategies of conventional spelling. Invented spelling refers to the
forms of children’s spellings when they are encouraged to represent their
knowledge about sound-letter relationships in whatever form they can as
they create meaningful messages. While the typical schemes of invented
spelling cluster children’s spelling together once they have attained some
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conventional proficiencies, there are substantial differences in children’s pro-
ficiencies and in the strategies that they use to spell words conventionally.

With regard to the necessary process of awareness of literary elements
that is part of both comprehending and composing, the two elements of genre
and language play influence young children’s literary acquisition and dispo-
sitions toward text. Genre refers to the type of text structure or style that
writers use to organize their texts, specifically stories or narrative text, infor-
mational or expository text, and predictable or rhyming text. Language play
refers to such techniques as rhymes and repetitive elements.

Finally, we described interim or temporary processes that aid in acquir-
ing the necessary processes of recognizing and spelling words, including con-
cepts about print, phonemic awareness, and letter naming.

Many questions have been raised about the order in which the necessary
and interim processes are gained. Development of literacy knowledge occurs
on a number of different fronts simultaneously. Consequently, the best ad-
vice that teachers can heed is that of Vygotsky who viewed learning as lead-
ing development, meaning that children are introduced to new contexts,
materials, and concepts about literacy even before they have mastered all of
the previous strategies or skills. In the next section of the book, we illustrate
the manner in which teachers create classrooms where such experiences
occur. Children’s literacy processes are enhanced through oral language in-
teractions, the books that children read and that are read to them, the writ-
ing that children do themselves, the contexts in which literacy events,
activities, and lessons occur, and the way in which assessments are conducted.
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chapter 4

The Oral Language Patterns of
Early Literacy Classrooms

VIGNETTE 4.1

A first-grade class has just finished hearing a teacher read-aloud about Big
Max, a detective who has been hired by a king to find a lost elephant. The
phrase “crocodile tears” has come up in the story.

=

When they talk about crocodile tears, what could that mean?

Fooling tears.

Fooling tears.

[Unclear]

I wonder if you think this would be true, boys and girls. If Mark or
Eric or Genia or Jim or any of you ever have crocodile tears?

No. Yes.

Raise your hand and tell me if you think so. David.

When you’re faking.

When you’re faking. What do you mean by that?

Well, I'll tell you. When you’re faking it means that you’re not really
sorry . ..

Can you think of a child who might fake in other things?

(Mishler, 1972, p. 276)

VIGNETTE 4.2:

A group of kindergartners are working on their compositions at a writing
center.

James: How do you make a ‘d’?
Kevin:  Want me to make you a ‘d’? [Writes one on scratch paper]
James: Uh—Tll do it. [Copies the ‘d’ onto his own paper]

Duh—duh—‘w’—‘w.’ [Writes ‘M’ as he says ‘w’.]

Kevin:  That ain’t no ‘w’—that ain’t no ‘w’—uhuh-uhuh.
Monica: Mr. W is right there. [Points to wall chart]

Latoya: How do you make a ‘w’?

Monica: It’s like this [Loud, indistinguishable argument about ‘w’]
Monica: It’s like this, James, this is how a ‘w’ goes.

(Allen & Carr, 1989, pp. 45-46)
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The conversations in these vignettes illustrate the types of talk possible
in classrooms between teachers and children and among children. Through
talk, teachers direct children’s attention to interpretations of text such as
the meaning of the metaphor “crocodile tears.” Through talk, children ne-
gotiate with one another as they establish what distinguishes the important
features of writing, such as the role of direction in creating a “w” or an “m.”

In this chapter, we focus on oral language patterns that are crucial to
children’s learning in an emergent literacy classroom. We begin by examin-
ing the way in which the three principles of literacy learning, described in
Chapter 2, provide a lens for our focus on oral language in the classroom. We
then explore the elements of oral language patterns in terms of issues of
control, control over topics and control over turns, and the different roles
teachers assume in encouraging classroom talk about literacy. We end the
chapter with a discussion of peer interactions in emergent literacy class-
rooms. Together, these topics provide a window into and a rationale behind
the ways in which teachers create meaningful contexts for students to use
literacy.

Oral Language Within the Early Literacy Perspective

In Chapter 2, we identified three principles that describe the literacy learn-
ing of young children:

e Literacy learning occurs through meaningful use of reading and
writing.

e Literacy learning is embedded in oral language.

e Literacy learning occurs in multiple contexts with teachers and peers.

In introducing each of the chapter topics in this section on instruction and
in the next section of the book on connections to communities beyond the
emergent literacy classroom, we will discuss the chapter topic as it relates to
these three principles.

Literacy Learning Occurs Through Meaningful Use

For young children, meaningful participation in reading and writing is at the
center of learning. Making signs for special areas of the classroom (e.g., the
name of the class gerbil), listening to books read aloud, and labeling a picture
are acts of literacy that have meaning to young children. By contrast, when
reading and writing occur as primarily solitary events of copying letters and
filling out worksheets, children’s interest is not piqued. In the latter context,
any talk that occurs is largely about procedures for completing the exercises
correctly. When read-alouds of literature and writing by children are at the
heart of an early literacy program, there is much to talk about. There is talk
about the content of books, such as “What are crocodile tears?” There is also



Oral Language Within the Early Literacy Perspective 77

talk about features of print, such as what distinguishes “w” from “m” or how
to spell “rhinoceros” or “orchestra.”

This talk about the meanings of text and what it means to read and write
provides the vehicle for children’s first participation in literacy. According to
Vygotsky (1981), a higher psychological process such as literacy has its ori-
gins in social interactions where literacy use is modeled. With peers and by
themselves, children subsequently transform what they have seen or heard
for their own uses. When these peer and individual uses of literacy serve a
real need for children, the artifacts or interpretations of these literacy acts
are shared with others. For example, children make their own version of a
predictable book based on Jasper’s Beanstalk (Butterworth & Inkpen, 1993)
about their activities on each day of the week. This sharing, in turn, elicits
new questions and comments from adults or older children, leading children
to regroup or confirm their ideas about literacy. What precipitated the learn-
ing was the meaningful use of literacy.

Literacy Learning Is Embedded in Oral Language

Oral language patterns are the means whereby young children access liter-
acy. By access, we mean that children’s first literacy events in school are
primarily oral in nature, such as when teachers read books aloud or record
on charts the stories generated by the class. As teachers talk about the con-
tent and features of print in these literacy acts, children come to understand
the processes, functions, and features of written language. Through talk, the
secrets of literacy are revealed.

The adeptness of teachers in involving children in talk about literacy has
particular consequences for those children for whom a mismatch exists be-
tween the language patterns of home and school. Language patterns refer
to the kinds of questions that adults ask children, the types of responses that
adults elicit from children, and the norms for responding. The term “lan-
guage patterns” does not refer to differences between children’s native lan-
guages and the language of school. In this chapter, we describe ways in which
bridges can be built between the language patterns of home and school to
ensure children’s successful literacy learning. Issues related to teaching sec-
ond languages to children with native languages other than English are
treated comprehensively in such volumes as those of Au (1993) and Freeman
and Freeman (1994).

In some middle-class homes, as children near school entry, the ex-
changes between preschoolers and parents are increasingly like the talk
structures of book-reading events (Heath, 1982). While young preschoolers
are permitted to dominate the story-reading episode by telling a version of
the story themselves or labeling the pictures in the book, older preschoolers
are expected to respond to questions or to hold their questions until a page
has been read. Following a read-aloud of Tom’s Cat (Voake, 1986)—a pre-
dictable book in which a child confuses noises of different family members
with those of his missing cat—a parent’s suggestion to “Name what everyone
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in the family was doing” illustrates a question that asks a child to take on the
stance that he or she soon will be asked to take in school.

Other children may face a significant mismatch between home and
school language patterns. Without teachers’ awareness and recognition of
children’s unfamiliarity with school language patterns, some children may
stop participating in literacy events (Heath, 1983; Michaels, 1981; Wells,
1986). For example, researchers working with native Hawaiian children
(e.g., Au & Mason, 1981; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988) describe a common home
interaction pattern called “talk-story.” This is a traditional form of interac-
tion in Hawaiian communities where turn-taking is shared and all partici-
pants contribute to constructing a response. It is dramatically different from
the turn-taking patterns found in schools where the teacher asks a question
and children bid for a response turn by raising their hands, speaking only
when called upon by their teacher.

When the native Hawaiian children participated in a reading lesson, they
drew upon familiar interaction patterns, which some teachers interpreted as
interrupting. When such children are reprimanded frequently, they may
move to the fringe of the story circle. Such children may become uninvolved
in literacy because their interaction patterns are not acceptable in school,
not because they are incapable of learning to read. The Kamehameha Early
Education Project (KEEP), a program for native Hawaiian children (Au, 1993),
demonstrated the shift in children’s literacy participation when talk-story
elements were integrated into discussions. The focus shifted from the form
of children’s answers to their interpretations and personal responses to stories.

Given the success of talk-story, teachers and researchers working in a
school on a Navajo reservation encouraged teachers to use the talk-story
pattern with their young Navajo students (Vogt, Jordan, & Tharp, 1987). This
experiment in teaching methods helped illustrate why there are no universal
interaction patterns to be applied across all settings. Navajo students’ home
interaction patterns are characterized by giving speakers “space,” by consid-
ering the whole story before responding. Thus, unlike the Hawaiian students,
the Navajo students found the talk-story pattern to be awkward and perhaps
rude. Further, unlike the Hawaiian students, the Navajo students preferred
to discuss the complete story first, rather than focus on individual events
and then put the events together (see Au, 1979). While it is inappropriate to
stereotype entire cultures because of the great variability within a given
culture, it is, nonetheless, reasonable to be aware of relatively widespread
and characteristic patterns of interacting if we wish to encourage connec-
tions between home and school interaction patterns. The principle of em-
bedding literacy in oral language implies a need for teachers to be sensitive
to the interaction patterns that are familiar to their students, and to support
their interactions as part of literacy acts.

Literacy Learning Occurs in Multiple Contexts

The two conversations that introduced this chapter illustrate the varying
roles that teachers and peers assume during classroom talk. Adults draw
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children’s attention to aspects of written language of which children may be
unaware. At the same time, peers serve a critical function because interac-
tions among children provide opportunities to work out understandings or
engage in exploratory talk (Barnes, 1976, 1995). Talk with peers is charac-
terized by frequent hypotheses that use phrases such as “could have” and
“probably.” Such experiences help students transform and make these ways
of talking and related ways of thinking their own. Through student-to-student
talk, with related rights and responsibilities, peers engage in literate behav-
iors even before they may have complete control over literate skills, and they
accomplish something together that they may be unlikely to achieve alone.

The three principles emphasize teachers’ choices in designing conver-
sations and how their choices can influence children’s access to literacy
learning. Often, these choices have not been articulated. Our aim in this
chapter is to increase teachers’ awareness and knowledge of the relationship
between language patterns and children’s literacy learning. In the next sec-
tion, the elements in oral language exchanges that are under the control of
teachers are discussed, followed by a discussion of the interaction patterns
created in classrooms based on these understandings.

Elements of Oral Language Patterns

Oral language patterns are so ingrained in classroom cultures that teachers
may be unaware of their presence or effects. For example, few—if any—
primary-level teachers would choose to record planned oral language patterns
within their lesson plan books. Yet, constructs in oral language interaction
can be consciously applied to accomplish different purposes in classrooms.
From studying conversations, sociolinguists have identified elements that
determine the course and outcomes of a conversation (e.g., Coulthard, 1977,
Philips, 1972): designation of topics, rules of turn-taking, response, and tim-
ing of response. The manner in which topics and turns are designated in
conversations particularly influences students’ learning opportunities. The
two vignettes that introduced the chapter illustrated talk among the two
groups in classrooms—teachers talking with children and children talking
with one another. The types of conversations that can occur in teacher-led
and in peer-peer talk are infinite, differing as a function of how topics and
turns are designated.

Designating Topics and Subthemes of Topics

Vignette 4.1 illustrates an adult’s choice of topic and control over turn-taking,
both quite common in teacher-led interactions. This teacher’s goal for read-
ing aloud was to build children’s interest and knowledge through the book’s
reading and discussion. As the conversation continues, the teacher invites
children to share their own experiences, anxious that the children show their
understanding of crocodile tears by relating a personal experience. Note that
this shift in the direction of the topic from the content of the story to the
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children’s own personal experiences is, like the topic itself, under the
teacher’s control.

In contrast, when students interact among themselves, topics have quite
different origins. In Vignette 4.2, James’s need to form the letter “w” initiates
a lively conversation among the children at the writing center. His reason for
raising the topic differs from typical teacher questions—James has an im-
mediate need to form the letter “w” in his composition. These children’s
conversation is directed at solving an immediate problem. If we had a tran-
script of the entire conversation during that day’s writing session, we would
expect shifts in topics. For example, a child might comment on what he or
she is writing about, followed by comments of other children. Such a conver-
sation occurs in the following illustration of children working on “I am”
books in a first-grade classroom’s writing center. Lamar is illustrating an
adventure in the water under the sentence “I am a swimmer.”

Lamar: Do you know what these lines are? [pointing to his own
drawing] They’re the waves. They're pushing me this way.
James: Look at these waves. [pointing to his own drawing)|
Lamar: And then the water gets higher. [drawing his waves higher]
James: Mine’s gonna get higher too. My water’s higher than you.
Lamar: Shoot. Mine is higher than yours.
(Dyson, 1993, pp. 159-160)

Through oral dialogue, Lamar and James elaborate and extend their sto-
ries in a manner beyond their current independent writing abilities. When
talk among children is part of classroom writing contexts, children can try
their ideas out, receive feedback on their ideas, and experiment with elabo-
rated plots and dialogue.

The Control of Turns

The control of turns—who gets to contribute to the conversation and
when—is a function of power to an even greater extent than topic identifi-
cation in conversations. At social events such as dinner parties, adults share
an understanding of common norms of turn-taking: listening intently to an
individual, entering the conversation when the speaker pauses sufficiently,
and sharing speaking opportunities. In other settings, such as a faculty meet-
ing or a classroom, the norms of conversation differ from those typical of
social events. Instead of equally shared opportunity to guide the conversa-
tion, the power to allocate turns resides with the discussion leader. In most
classroom contexts, the leader is the teacher. The children’s role is to listen
and to speak at the invitation of the teacher. If a child overextends what a
teacher regards to be an appropriate turn, the teacher has the power to end
the turn. If one child interrupts another child or several children respond
simultaneously to the teacher’s invitation to take a turn, as occurs in
Vignette 4.1, the teacher makes the classroom rules for turn-taking explicit,
stating “Raise your hand” or, perhaps, “One person at a time.” When children



Elements of Oral Language Patterns 81

do not respond immediately to the teacher’s invitation to take a turn, the
teacher has the prerogative to make the invitation specific to a child or
several children as the teacher does in Vignette 4.1 with her comment, “If
Mark or Eric or Genia or Jim or any of you ever have crocodile tears?”

The Content and Timing of Responses

The final two elements of conversations—the content of the response and
timing of responses—are at the teacher’s discretion as he or she guides the
turn-taking in most teacher-led groups. The ways in which teachers use these
two elements influence the quality of thinking in which children can engage
during classroom discussions.

The choices that teachers make in the tone and the content of their
response to children’s turns are critical in determining ongoing levels of
student participation in conversations. One set of responses is aimed at
clarifying, verifying through repetition, or building on the contributions of
children; a second set of responses casts a negative light on children’s con-
tributions by evaluating, dismissing, or asking the same question without
revision, thereby signaling to the group that the first child’s response was
incorrect and that others in the class can now show their superior grasp of
content to the errant youngster (Mason, Peterman, Powell, & Kerr, 1989).
The teacher in Vignette 4.1 displays responses of the first type when she
confirms a student’s definition of crocodile tears by repeating the child’s
definition of “fooling tears.” When the teacher next asks a question, she does
not dispute this definition but asks children for verification. Another ques-
tion type used by this teacher requires children to clarify and elaborate their
thinking, as in “What do you mean by that?” Finally, this teacher asks chil-
dren to extend their knowledge to other contexts when she asks, “Can you
think of a child who might fake in other things?”

This teacher scaffolds children’s responses so as to extend their thinking.
While she controls the conversational turn-taking, her responses are used in
a manner that encourages her children to reflect. When children share what
they are thinking with their peers, they are shown respect for their contri-
butions and these become a source for furthering the entire group’s thinking
as the teacher repeats children’s comments and builds questions upon pre-
vious comments.

Few transcripts—such as those from which Vignette 4.1 was derived—
include information on the amount of time that passed between teacher’s
requests for contributions, children’s comments, and teacher’s responses.
Yet, the amount of time that the leader of a discussion allows to elapse be-
tween turns is an important influence on the value of the discussion for
children’s thinking. A considerable body of literature has been generated
around the construct of “wait time”—the amount of time that teachers allow
to lapse before calling on children for a response (Fisher & Berliner, 1985).
In many classroom conversations, children barely have time to catch their
breath before the teacher begins calling on children to volunteer. If teachers
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wait even several seconds, children are much more likely to engage in reflec-
tion and to produce more cogent answers (Rowe, 1986).

The turn allocation in typical teacher-led interactions is in sharp con-
trast to the turn-taking in the kindergartners’ conversations in Vignette 4.2.
At one point in the conversation, the children compete for turns with such
intensity that neither observer nor transcriber of the conversation is able to
establish the content of the conversation. In the conversation between
James and Lamar, the children compete with one another for control of the
conversation.

There are also times, however, when even young children can apply rules
with one another, not unlike the teacher-led conversation. Such an example
comes from the first-grade classroom of which Lamar and James were a part.
The class has completed an experiment in which doll clothes were washed
and hung outside to dry. Small groups had been formed to discuss how the
clothes would get dry on a gray, cool day. Vera has been assigned the role of
group leader, with Jameel, Anita, Edward, and Sonya in the group.

Jameel: Um see the air goes inside the thing [the clothes] and then it
pushes the water out and then it’s dry.

Sonya: The heat.

Jameel: It’s too cold out there. So it’s gotta be the wind, go inside it,
push the water out. [Several turns of conversation occur in
which Edward and Anita state their agreement that it is heat,
followed by Jameel who reiterates his point of view with the
comment that heat and wind are the same thing. He
concludes, then, that everyone really is “going with” or
agreeing with him. Sonya responds by stating that it is heat,
not wind.]

Jameel: [ object. She’s [Sonya| going with me. He’s [Edward] going
with me.

Sonya: What are you talking about?

Jameel: Because heat and wind are the same thing, but heat is hot and
wind is cold. So they both can push, and then it’s the same
thing.

Vera: Jameel. Jameel. Jameel. And don’t talk when someone else is
talking, please.

[Vera says she’s going with heat.]

Jameel: So you're going with me. It’s final.

(Dyson, 1993, p. 139)

Vera’s admonition to Jameel, “And don’t talk when someone else is talk-
ing, please” indicates Vera’s solid grasp of the conversational norms equated
with classroom life. These children, however, are genuinely engaged in ex-
pressing their points of view about the outcomes of the experiment. This
level of conversation reflected considerable teacher planning and many ex-
periences in conversations such as this one over the school year. In the next
section, we will explore the manner in which productive conversations like



Designing Productive Classroom Talk 83

this student-led group develop in classrooms. Participating in interesting,
meaningful, and high-quality conversations is a skill acquired by teachers
and their students.

Designing Productive Classroom Talk

Our description of the emergent literacy perspective details how talk is both
a means whereby children learn about literacy and an outcome of literacy
learning as children express their interpretations of texts and literacy events.
In accounts of classrooms, patterns of classroom talk have been identified that
are less than effective in encouraging children’s literacy learning (Mehan,
1979; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975). Typically, the students’ role is to sit qui-
etly until bidden by the teacher to produce an answer to which the teacher
responds with an evaluative comment that confirms or negates the content.
This talk pattern of Initiation by the teacher, followed by a Response from
one or more students, and concluded by an Evaluative comment from the
teacher has been called the IRE pattern (Cazden, 1988; Mehan, 1982).

When people interact with one another, particular patterns of interac-
tion can be identified as socially accepted modes of communication, often
referred to as “scripts” (Bakhtin, 1986). We described a “dinner party script,”
the “IRE classroom script,” and the “talk-story script” in earlier sections.
These examples help illustrate that scripts, in and of themselves, are not
inherently good or bad. The problem with the IRE pattern is that it is often
the only script for classroom talk. Since particular forms of oral interaction
facilitate particular ways of thinking about literacy and engaging in literate
acts, the reliance on a single script leads to limitations in thought and liter-
acy use. Teachers’ goals should include becoming facile with an array of
classroom talk structures. Then, teachers can choose particular patterns for
particular purposes from their repertoire of talk structures. To develop an
extended repertoire of talk structures requires an understanding of the fun-
damental ingredients of oral language patterns—control of topics, turn-taking
rules, and content and timing of responses—and the ways in which these
can be varied to foster particular processes in students.

Through observations of classrooms, talk structures have been identified
that produce various learning opportunities. Teachers are participants in
some of these interactions; in others, they are not direct participants but, as
models and guides, they contribute to peer interactions.

Participation Structures with Teachers

In their observations of classrooms, Raphael and Goatley (1994) identified
three talk structures that teachers used to accomplish different goals: facili-
tation, guided participation, and explicit instruction. The choice among
teachers is not to select one particular form of interaction and use that form
as a signature. Rather, each type of interaction serves particular purposes in
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literacy learning and all three meld to create a comprehensive emergent
literacy program.

Teachers as Facilitators of Interaction. Teachers use a facilitative structure
when the goal of a classroom context is for children to share interpretations
of what they have read, compositions that they have written, or knowledge
that they have gained from experiences. Such occasions are frequent in
emergent literacy classrooms, including the sharing that occurs after a pe-
riod when children have read from books that they have chosen, presenta-
tion of compositions by classroom authors during a time called “the author’s
chair” (Graves & Hansen, 1983), or Show and Tell, when children share
treasured objects and experiences.

In contexts such as author’s chair or Show and Tell, turns likely will be
allocated by children as they select classmates to comment on their compo-
sition or contribution to Show and Tell. The presence of the teacher in facil-
itating the child’s leadership in pursuing a topic or in allocating turns can be
the source for modeling, especially during a child’s first experiences in the
role of author or contributor to Show and Tell. An example of a facilitative
role by the teacher can be seen in the following excerpt from Show and Tell
in a kindergarten classroom:

Mindy:  When I was in day camp we made these um candles.

Teacher: You made them?

Mindy:  And uh I-I tried it with different colors with both of them but
one just came out this one just came out blue and I don’t
know what this color is.

Teacher: That’s neat-o. Tell the kids how you do it from the very start.
Pretend we don’t know a thing about candles. OK? What did
you do first? What did you use? Flour?

(Michaels, 1981, p. 431)

In this short interaction, the teacher uses several techniques to encour-
age Mindy to elaborate on her chosen topic of candlemaking. Initially, the
teacher reiterates the child’s statement to encourage her to continue, saying,
“You made them?” After Mindy stops once more, the teacher uses two tech-
niques to encourage Mindy to elaborate further. First, she makes a positive
evaluation by commenting “That’s neat-0” and, second, she prompts Mindy’s
further elaboration by setting up a structure for the description of the pro-
cess of making candles. In the face of Mindy’s reticence, the teacher’s scaf-
folding becomes more and more explicit.

An example from the same teacher in the same classroom context of
Show and Tell but with a different child demonstrates how a child’s contri-
bution can be thwarted rather than facilitated, even when the context is
aimed at students’ sharing their own topics.

Teacher: Deena, I want you to share some one thing that’s very
important. One thing from where you are . . . is that where
you are . . . is that where you were . . .
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Deena:  No.

Teacher: OK.

Deena:' Um...Inthe summer. .. I mean w-when um I go back to
school I come back to school in September I’'ma have a new
coat and I already got it and it’s um got a lot of brown in it
and when, um and I got it yesterday and when I saw it my
um my mother was was going somewhere when my when 1
saw it on the couch and I showed my sister and I was readin’
somethin’ out on on the bag and my big sister said . . . my big
sister said Deena you have to keep that away from Keisha
‘cause that’s my baby sister and [ said no . . . and I said the
plastic bag . . . because...um...when...um...sh-when
the um . . . she was um with me . . . my cousin and her . . .

Teacher: Wait a minute you stick with your coat now. I said you could
tell one thing . . . that’s fair.

Deena:  This was about my c—

Teacher: OK, all right, go on.

(Michaels, 1981, p. 435)

Even before Deena begins, the teacher attempts to control Deena’s con-
tribution. While, unlike Mindy, Deena is eager to elaborate on her chosen
topic, the teacher interrupts Deena to tell her to limit her topic. When the
observer of this session later interviewed Deena, Deena was able to convey
several anecdotes around the coat-related topic. Her cousin entered into the
story because Deena had to keep his messy hands away from the coat. Her
younger sister (Keisha) was relevant because of fear that the plastic bag on
the coat might injure her. To the teacher, however, these links were not
apparent. Consequently, she had initiated rules like “sticking to one topic”
(which she attempts to reinforce with Deena) and picking “important” things
for sharing. Unlike the interaction with Mindy, the teacher does not ask
Deena thematically relevant questions that might connect the subthemes
together for the audience but, in essence, asks Deena to quit.

These two excerpts illustrate the potential for limiting some children’s
access to classroom contexts, for reasons we discussed earlier. Some stu-
dents may have difficulty participating in classroom events because of the
mismatch between the talk structures of their homes and those of the
teacher (Michaels, 1981). When the talk structures of the teacher and stu-
dent matched, as they did with Mindy, the teacher knew precisely how to
facilitate Mindy’s Show and Tell contribution. But when students’ talk struc-
ture differed from that of the teacher, as was the case with Deena, the teach-
er’s feedback served to impose presentation norms rather than facilitate
topic discussion. Questions to assist students such as Deena to make links
are appropriate but require that teachers become familiar with talk struc-
tures that characterize their students’ communities and homes.

!Deena’s contribution to Show and Tell is a verbatim quote from the transeript in Michaels (1981).
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Teachers as Participation Guides. There are many occasions in classrooms
where teachers must build on children’s existing understandings or lead chil-
dren in elaborating on their responses and interpretations. In contexts such
as these, the teacher assumes the role of a guide. She asks children to extend
and clarify comments and draws the group’s attention to commonalities and
differences across the contributors’ comments. A prominent event of this
type is the read-aloud where teachers read to students, and the responses of
children to the text provide the focus of a conversation. The interaction in
Vignette 4.1 in which the teacher guided children in understanding a figure
of speech—crocodile tears—is an instance of guided participation during a
read-aloud event. The teacher elicits children’s understandings and uses
these as the basis for creating children’s shared understanding of the term.

In guided participation, teachers may vary the amount and nature of
their scaffolding as a function of the instructional goal and also as a function
of children’s expertise in responding to and elaborating upon one another’s
responses. While teachers invoke children’s responses and children may in-
troduce new subthemes of the topic, the selection of the topic is guided by
the teacher. In some interactions where teachers have consciously worked
on introducing new interaction patterns—such as the talk-story format of
the KEEP classrooms—children may follow one another in taking a turn at
contributing to the conversation. More commonly, however, teachers direct
turns as illustrated by the teacher in Vignette 4.1, who invites particular
children to contribute and, when multiple children are responding, advises
children, “Raise your hand and tell me if you think so.”

Martinez and Teale (1993) observed kindergarten teachers’ read-alouds
to determine the degree to which guided participation structures were pres-
ent. These observations occurred in classrooms in the same district where
teachers read aloud from the same set of books: Alexander and the Wind-up
Mouse (Lionni, 1969), Harry and the Terrible Whatsit (Gackenbach, 1977),
Ira Sleeps Over (Waber, 1972), and Strega Nona (dePaola, 1975). By study-
ing interactions around the same books, these researchers were hopeful that
they could clarify the features of talk structures that encouraged young chil-
dren to think about and express their thoughts about books.

A first finding was that the amount of talk that occurred around these
books varied substantially from one kindergarten classroom to another. At
one end of the continuum was a classroom where storybook sessions aver-
aged 23 minutes, while at the other end was a classroom where sessions with
the same books averaged 13 minutes. A second finding was that the sparsity
of talk indicated by short read-aloud episodes related to substantially less
thought-provoking conversations. Differences were found in the ways in
which teachers supported children’s sharing of their interpretations and sub-
sequent revisions of these interpretations if parts of the book had been mis-
construed. The following two classroom discussions, one from each end of
the spectrum, illustrate these differences.

In one classroom, the teacher read a segment from Alexander and the
Wind-up Mouse: “‘The moon is round, the pebble found, said the lizard.



Designing Productive Classroom Talk 87

‘Who or what do you wish to be?’” At this point, the teacher stops reading
and initiates the following exchange:

Teacher: What is Alexander going to wish for?

Class: [in unison]| Wind-up mouse.

Teacher: Think he’s going to wish to be a wind-up mouse?
Class: [in unison] No.

Teacher: After what happened to Willy?

Class: [in unison] No.

(Martinez & Teale, 1993, p. 185)

In another classroom, this discussion followed a read-aloud of Harry and
the Terrible Whatzit:

Teacher: Why is the Whatzit sad?

Child: Because the boy been mean.
Teacher: Okay. Joel.
Joel: Because the boy was hitting him.

Teacher: Okay. Now if you were getting smaller and smaller, and you
kept getting smaller, what would you be afraid might
happen? If you keep getting smaller and smaller, what will
happen? Brian.

Brian: He might think he would step on him.

Teacher: Okay, he might be afraid he’s going to get stepped on. Alex.

Alex: You'll disappear.

Teacher: That's right. He might be afraid he’s going to disappear. And
why did he tell the boy he was getting smaller?

Child: He’s not afraid of him anymore.

Teacher: That’s right. Whenever the boy’s not afraid of him, it makes
him get smaller. Look at him now.

(Martinez & Teale, 1993, pp. 184-185)

In both of these dialogues, there are misconceptions among students
who have listened to the story read aloud. In both cases, the teacher is
interested in redirecting children’s interpretations. In the first illustration,
the teacher’s questions require monosyllabic answers until children give
the right response. These children know the interaction script well enough
to recognize that their answer is incorrect when the teacher repeats the
question. The only thinking that is involved in this episode is “giving the
teacher the answer s/he wants to hear.” The teacher does not probe the
children to understand their thinking behind their initial response that
Alexander would wish to be a wind-up mouse, nor do children need to think
through why Willy’s fate would lead to Alexander’s wish not to be a wind-
up mouse.

The children who have listened to Harry and the Terrible Whatgit in
the second illustration have misinterpreted an event in the passage just as
their peers in the first illustration had misunderstood Alexander’s views on
being a wind-up mouse. In the second classroom, however, the teacher does
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two things that characterize the guided participation structure. First, the
teacher attends to the misperception by asking several children to explain
the Whatzit’s emotion. When several children respond incorrectly, the
teacher changes her tack and personalizes the dilemma for children by
asking, “If you keep getting smaller and smaller, what will happen?” Sec-
ond, she provides an ongoing summary of the contributions that lead to the
author’s intended interpretation. In this scenario, children are asked to
reflect on the events and their effect on characters.

Just as teachers using the facilitation participation structure are re-
sponsible for ensuring that the conversation continues to be a productive
one, teachers have the same role within the guided participation structure.
But unlike the facilitation structures where the purpose is for children to
talk about their own topics, the aim of guided participation is the creation
and elaboration of shared understandings of topics and events that arise in
children’s own writing, the writings of other authors, and events in and
beyond the classroom. To achieve these shared understandings of experi-
ences and texts, teachers take a more active role in guiding the conversa-
tion than is the case with the facilitation participation structure. Even here,
however, teachers’ responses to children’s comments and the manner in
which turns are allocated vary considerably from the “interrogative” ques-
tioning mode that has often been equated with classroom talk. Instead, talk
within the guided participation structure is characterized by students’ and
teachers’ summaries of one another’s comments and by reference to what
has been read. Because of this, the nature of discussion and, subsequently,
the level of children’s thinking can be challenging and stimulating.

Teachers as Explicit Instructors. Occasions also exist in classrooms where
teachers have a fairly explicit aim relative to the knowledge or skills that
children are to acquire. These occasions range from focuses on safety pro-
cedures to directions for particular literacy-supporting activities. For exam-
ple, a lesson on strategies for assisting a peer with an unknown word might
involve a detailed presentation on how one responds to someone’s effort to
figure out a word (Rhodes & Nathenson-Mejia, 1992).

Occasions when teachers are explicit in their descriptions and presen-
tations form yet another part of the repertoire of an effective teacher. Yet, an
explicit talk structure should not be equated with the IRE talk structure. A
skillful teacher using an explicit talk structure to support children’s grasp of
particular strategies employs a range of response patterns. As previously
discussed, responses in which teachers repeat, ask for clarification, and ex-
tend children’s comments generate a level of student involvement and learn-
ing quite different from responses that are critical or negatively evaluative.
The manner in which teachers wait for children’s contributions and probe
children’s thinking also contributes to the efficacy of the explicit instruction
mode of talk (Eeds & Wells, 1989; Villuame, Worden, Williams, Hopkins, &
Rosenblatt, 1994).
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Peer Interaction

Teachers influence students’ conversations indirectly through the opportu-
nities they create for peers to engage in interactions among themselves. Such
contexts include cooperative learning, students’ literary circles, learning
centers, group projects, and so forth. In each of these cases, students are
expected to work without direct teacher support to achieve particular goals
(e.g., completing a report, discussing a book, creating a product).

The technique of cooperative learning, where children share the respon-
sibilities of a task in a small group, has been described and encouraged exten-
sively (e.g., Ashman & Elkins, 1990; Brown & Palincsar, 1989; Sharan, 1990;
Wynn, 1993). Learning to participate in and lead the interaction in a group
of peers is important as a skill in its own right, as well as for what children
are able to accomplish within such groups. But there is more to talk among
students in classrooms than the talk in cooperative groups. How students
talk with one another when working on independent tasks is recognized as
an important part of the emergent literacy classroom. Within an emergent
literacy perspective, the talk among peers that often is viewed as surrepti-
tious and secretive in many classrooms is recognized as serving a function in
children’s learning, no less important than the talk with teachers. We con-
sider, first, productive informal interactions in classrooms and, next, the
nature of small-group interactions.

Informal Interaction

Even when teachers discourage talk among students in a classroom, peers
develop active communication systems, what Hubbard referred to as “under-
ground literacy” in her observations of an upper elementary classroom
(Hubbard, 1989). Similarly, in an emergent literacy classroom with many
native Hawaiian children—before efforts were made to match their home
and school talk structures—children would assist one another when teach-
ers’ backs were turned (Vogt et al., 1987). Once this “underground” talk has
been legitimized, children have been observed requesting and providing as-
sistance, commenting on activities or words in books, and reflecting on
peers’ activities.

Previous examples in this chapter such as the discussion between
James and his peers in Vignette 4.2 demonstrate children’s efforts to make
written language their own. This talk is not idle chatter. Rather, it provides
a means for children to experiment and test their hypotheses about writ-
ten language. These students had been in classrooms where they were fre-
quently part of teacher-led interactions in which productive talk structures
were modeled and facilitated. Contrast the quality of interaction in the two
examples that follow with those previously noted such as the conversation
in Vignette 4.2 or the dialogue in which Lamar and James engage as they
write.
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Scenario 1:

Ann: Judi, what’s in this ... ?
Judi: You gotta read the directions by yourself.

Scenario 2:

Tammy: Stuck on another word.
Mitch:  Well, you help her, Al.

Al: No.
Tammy: Yep.
Al: What word? Ask Mary, I gotta do this. Mary knows it, she

already gots her whole thing done.
Tammy: You did too.
Mitch:  Yeah Al
Tammy: Here Al, what’s the word.
Al: Don’t you know it? Cave.
(Wilkinson & Dollaghan, 1981, p. 273)

Students’ refusals to interact about the assignment content (Scenario 1)
and the strategy for figuring out a word (Scenario 2) are quite different from
the interactions described in Vignette 4.2 when James asks for assistance in
figuring out letters. In the interaction between Ann and Judi and the discus-
sion around Tammy’s difficulty with a word, children attend to rules of inter-
action rather than to the content at hand. The interaction between Lamar
and James, too, could be described as an attempt to display authority, as Al
does in the second scenario. But in the case of Lamar and James, this process
resulted in an embellished version of a story, while in the case of Al, the
result is an argument about process.

The children from Wilkinson and Dollaghan’s project worked at tables
where they were permitted to talk. However, the modeling and guidance that
they had received from their teacher for interacting with peers had been
minimal. When students have been part of many teacher-led conversations
where strategies are emphasized for figuring out new words, students will
carry over similar guidance to peers in informal work situations. Rather than
“telling” the word—as Tammy expects—or asking for a more capable reader
to provide the directions—as Ann expects—children learn to guide one an-
other in identifying and applying strategies to figure out both words and
directions.

In addition to directly modeling how to interact in small groups, teachers
influence student-led participation structures by their ability to monitor and
provide support to groups as they interact. In Ann and Tammy’s classroom,
the teacher worked with one group at the front of the room while other
students participated in small groups in the rest of the classroom. The
teacher rarely left the group with which she was working. The teachers in
James’s and in Lamar’s classrooms were well aware of the benefits of stating
clear expectations for the outcomes of independent work time, and of their
students’ needs for feedback and monitoring in the midst of the task, rather
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than hours (or days) later. While neither of these teachers usurped the stu-
dents’ leadership and participation in the small group settings, by observing
them in the context of centers and other independent work contexts and
stepping in during “teachable moments,” the teachers were able to support
and encourage students’ continued growth in these settings. Productive in-
teractions and independent writing and reading in informal work contexts
benefit from a teacher’s periodic monitoring.

Interaction in Small Groups

In a variety of venues, teachers have been encouraged to have their students
work in cooperative groups. As we saw earlier in the interaction among
Jameel and his peers, young children can interact with one another produc-
tively, though the cognitive processes which are shared or modeled may not
be at the level of somewhat older students. Jameel is the only one of the
children who explains the reasoning behind his choice, when he says, “So
they both can push, and then it’s the same thing.” Even with this somewhat
elaborated reasoning, Jameel is unable to convince his peers. Sonya’s expla-
nation of “The heat” gives little insight into her reasoning. When Vera,
Edward, and Anita give their view, they, too, do not elaborate on why they
believe that heat is the primary mechanism and not wind.

Interaction among young children, especially kindergartners and first
graders, poses issues different from those associated with cooperative learn-
ing in middle schools. Younger children have much less experience working
in goal-directed small groups, and they frequently have less prior knowledge
on which they can draw. It is naive to suggest that cooperative activities
effective for upper-grade students may simply be put in place for young chil-
dren without an awareness of the types of support structures that young
children may need to work profitably in a cooperative group. In the case of
the heat-wind debate between Jameel and his peers, the teacher has laid a
solid foundation to establish prior knowledge through a large-group interac-
tion where considerable talk occurred as the experiment was begun. Second,
she made sure that the task was clear, to make it more likely that the inter-
action would be fairly productive, giving the group a specific mandate: “Dis-
cuss how the clothes would get dry on a gray, cool day.” Third, the teacher
designated a leader, Vera. Jameel is a central figure in the classroom (Dyson,
1993) who works hard to assert himself. Note, however, how Vera claims her
role as group leader by asserting the rules for turn-taking: “And don’t talk
when someone else is talking, please.”

In the“heat-wind” example, the group has been formed for a specific
purpose and a short duration. The use of groups that remain together for a
longer duration has been a central part of literature-based pedagogy. Raphael
and colleagues (McMahon & Raphael, in press; Raphael & McMahon, 1994;
Raphael, Goatley, McMahon, & Woodman, 1995) have described these dis-
cussion groups as “Book Clubs,” a group of individuals who meet to share
responses to and interpretations of books. In a similar vein, Eeds and Wells
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(1989) have initiated groups with the intention of having “grand conversa-
tions” within groups. In both instances, the initial projects were with middle-
grade students. More recently, these efforts have been extended to emergent
literacy classrooms (McGee, 1992). In the case of Book Clubs (Grattan, in
press), teachers monitor the interaction among groups using a “fishbowl”
format. Small student-led discussion groups (i.e., book clubs) take turns sit-
ting at a table in the center of the room, surrounded by their observing peers.
They lead their own discussion, but the teacher is able to support the inter-
actions if needed. Further, because of the fishbowl format, exemplary prac-
tices can be highlighted fairly close to when they appear, and confusions can
be clarified rather quickly. In grand conversations (McGee, 1992), the
teacher is a more integral member of the group. We focus on student-led
interactions, rather than the teacher-led guided participation structure of
grand conversations.

Even with older students, productive small-group interactions depend
on the nature of the task, guidance on interaction norms, and preparation
by students for the small group session (Raphael et al., 1995). When students
have completed response journals and summaries, such as character sketches
in preparation for the Book Club session, they have time to engage thought-
fully with their texts prior to interacting with peers. Not surprisingly, the
quality of interaction in sessions improves appreciably with such reflective
opportunities.

Students also benefit from tutelage on the norms of participating and
leading a group. O’Flahavan (1989) has demonstrated the nature of this tu-
toring and the structure that a group session requires in order for younger
children’s book response sessions to be productive. Productive talk struc-
tures in peer groups required sessions where teachers led students in “talk
about talk.” Guidelines for peer interaction were identified and kept visible
during the peer-led groups. With support from the teacher in question-asking
and in guidelines for interaction, most groups were able to engage in produc-
tive talk. The level of exchange that can occur among second-grade students
in a peer-led group is illustrated in this interaction from one of O’Flahavan’s
groups:

C8: You don't go up there and say, ‘Be my friend,’ like that.
C4: No, [ say that when you get in there, you go up to somebody and
just say it, and not, I be smart enough about it to go up to them

and say it.
C8: Like—
C4: I just can’t like this—
C8: You—

C4: 1justcan’t go up to one of them and say something and say: ‘Be
my friend,” or something like that.

C8: [know.

C1: That’s my point. That’s my point. It takes time. It takes time. It
takes time.
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C4: I know it takes time but that’s just it.

C1: You got to get used to those people and you get lonely, you could
just go up there and ask them.

C4: IfIget used to them I ask ’em then.

C1: Let’s use an example. If you're shy and you're in first grade—were
you shy?

C4: Itold youl was.

C1: And did you make friends with those kids?

C4: Along time ago, I mean it took a long time, not the first day I
came.

C1: See, Isaid it takes time.

(O’Flahavan, 1989, p. 264)

Children in this group show they can explain their views. In this partic-
ular scenario, children relate their experiences to those of the character in
the story that they have read prior to the session. Even when other views are
stated, children persist in clarifying and elaborating upon their perspectives.
The contribution of the phrase, “Let’s use an example,” by one of the partic-
ipants stems from a technique that had been modeled and discussed in large-
group settings as productive for small-group discussions. These students are
a year older than the students who were part of the “heat-wind” debate,
which may explain their ability to share their reasoning to a greater extent.
But age is only part of the explanation in that the conversations of older
students can be cryptic and trivial. Conversations such as this one occur
when students have been part of facilitative and guided participations with
their teachers and when they have been part of discussions and lessons on
the content and forms of peer-led conversations.

Summary

Classroom talk is a rich and exciting site for students’ intellectual develop-
ment. As we have discussed in this chapter, the opportunities for talk within
an emergent literacy classroom are not only widespread, they are crucial to
students’ literacy development. Through talk, students learn to negotiate
ideas, to clarify confusions and elaborate on their initial thoughts, to debate
and question, to solve problems, and to both create and respond to print.
Teachers have a range of ways in which they can structure and promote
classroom talk, from teacher-directed talk designed to teach specific strate-
gies, skills, and knowledge to student-led discussions that challenge young
children to take responsibility for their own participation in learning. Teach-
ers armed with this knowledge can create classrooms that take advantage of
the wide range of participation structures, using structures that facilitate the
achievement of particular literacy goals, as well as promote students’ general
development as individuals and citizens.



chapter 5)

The Texts of Early Literacy Classrooms:

Texts Children Read

VIGNETTE 5.1

In a second-grade classroom, the following conversation transpired during
a shared book experience:

Teacher:
Students:
Teacher:
Student:
Student:

Student:

Student:

I'd like for you to choose an Old Favorite big book today.

Madeline.

What do you like best about the story?

I like the rhyming.

She was surprised with a scar on her stomach.

[Some students share stories about their own scars.|

I know which is Madeline [looking at cover]. She’s the smallest
one. They are holding her hand. I like the part where they
come into Madeline’s room with solemn faces.

[ Teacher and students discuss what is meant by solemn. ]

I like the way the pictures all point up!

(Reutzel, Hollingsworth, & Eldredge, 1994, p. 48)

VIGNETTE 5.2:

When kindergartners were asked to select a favorite book from the class-
room collection, Doug selected The Carrot Seed (Krauss, 1945). When
asked to read the book, he gave a storylike rendition in an oral reading style
with slowed cadence and stress. Doug’s rendition for the repetitive re-
sponse of “I'm afraid it won’t come up” by different family members to the
child in the story illustrates the form of his reading:

And his mom said to him, “That will never grow. Needs water.” So
one day he watered it. Then his dad said, “Nothing’s gonna gro—ow.”
And his brother came and said, “Nothing’s gonna grow.”

(Sulzby, 1985, p. 469)

These vignettes demonstrate the various expressions of written lan-
guage, or texts as we will refer to them, in early literacy classrooms. As in
Vignette 5.1, literary classics such as Madeline are read in shared book

94
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events with the teacher. The world of text in the early literacy classroom also
includes text that children can read on their own. A predictable book such
as The Carrot Seed allows children to participate as readers in a variety of
ways, as is evident in Doug’s adaptations of the pattern in Vignette 5.2.

Written Texts Within an Early Literacy Perspective

The role of text as young children learn to read is grounded in the three
principles of literacy learning underlying the early literacy perspective: pro-
viding meaningful use of literacy, building upon a strong base in oral lan-
guage, and occurring in multiple contexts with teachers and peers.

Literacy Learning Occurs Through Meaningful Use

As we saw in Chapter 2, there are many ways in which young children can
be involved in using text meaningfully. When children read signs and labels
to perform a task, they use text in the form of environmental print. Environ-
mental print is critical for children’s development of an initial corpus of
recognizable words. Yet, often, environmental print, as a source for develop-
ing word recognition, can be ignored or underused in primary-level classrooms.

Just as emergent literacy teachers emphasize environmental print as a
meaningful use of literacy in the classroom, they also want to move beyond
such basic functional use of print to the higher-level literacy use associated
with literature. The meaningfulness that comes from books for young chil-
dren is grounded in a variety of purposes. Some purposes are pragmatic, such
as the functions we described in Table 2.1. Some meaningful purposes arise
through social interaction with others, such as the intimacy and camaraderie
of a shared experience with adults and other children (e.g., shared reading of
a big book, shared creation of a group experience story or a morning mes-
sage). Some purposes that make reading meaningful are associated with the
book content: learning information on favorite topics such as dinosaurs or
birds, learning about problems and resolutions for common and unusual
experiences.

Some meaningfulness comes from playing with language and humor
within books. However, while children’s love for playfulness can be the basis
for reading funny text that rhymes and has strange and wonderful illustra-
tions as Dr. Seuss showed so well, a heavy diet of nonsensical text epitomized
in “The fat bat sat on the hat. The fat gnat sat on the vat.” has not proven
palatable to either teachers or children. To sustain children’s motivation and
interest in learning to read, texts need to be both intellectually stimulating
and aesthetically pleasing. But, finding text that is both meaningful and that
allows children to be successful when their independent reading skills are
still limited has challenged educators for generations. Recent solutions to
this problem focus on involving children with texts that are meaningful and
interesting, while containing text and word patterns that beginning readers
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can understand. These solutions emanate directly from the principles of
literacy learning as embedded in oral language and as occurring across mul-
tiple contexts with adults and children.

Literacy Learning Is Embedded in Oral Language

Before children have the skills to read alone or with one another, their read-
ing occurs through oral language as an adult reads aloud. Often these read-
alouds occur as shared readings in which a large version of a book—a big
book—is visible to children. When text structures within the big books in-
volve units that are repeated (e.g., repeating the phrase “What do I see” in
Bill Martin’s popular, 1967 book Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You
See?), children can use their aural memories to remember the repeated text,
and rely on their teacher’s guiding hand to associate that message with the
print. Through this experience of repeating memorized words as the teacher
points to the print, children come to associate oral and written words.

Doug’s rendition in Vignette 5.2 is the result of such repeated read-along
experiences with The Carrot Seed. Through these repeated read-along op-
portunities, children begin to focus on particular words, usually words of
high meaning such as carrot. Occasions when children interact indepen-
dently with these books at the library or writing center encourage increasing
familiarity with these words until children have a group of words that they
can recognize in other texts (i.e., their “corpus” of recognized words in
print).

Oral language is also the means whereby young children express their
interpretations of the books that are part of reading experiences with their
teacher. This is evident in the children’s interactions described in Vignette
5.1 around the meaning of solemn. It was also evident during the discussion
of crocodile tears in Vignette 4.1. Oral language becomes the medium for
children to experiment with their current construction of what it means to
read, as Doug does in Vignette 5.2. Through oral language, young children
try out their current constructions of the message on the page. This oral
expression creates the instructional opportunity for adults to guide their
reading and provide other models and interpretations.

Literacy Learning Occurs in Multiple Contexts

In our discussion of the second principle, it was clear that read-alouds and
read-alongs are important contexts for students’ literacy learning. However,
teachers also scaffold children’s peer and independent interactions with text
through their selections or recommendations of books. Features of text—
length, words, illustrations, and so forth—differ substantially from book to
book. Some of these differences are immediately obvious as one leafs through
a book. Even a child who is not yet a conventional reader can discern differ-
ences such as the presence or number of pictures and the length of the book.
But what about differences between Cat in the Hat and Brown Bear, Brown
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Bear, What Do You See? Or between Madeline, part of the shared reading in
Vignette 5.1, and The Carrot Seed that Doug, the five-year-old in Vignette 5.2,
identified as his favorite? Are all of these books equally appropriate for begin-
ning reading instruction?

Some features of text provide various scaffolds (e.g., picture/text rela-
tionships) for the beginning reader, although initially, a shared reading event
with the teacher may be necessary for children to make use of these scaf-
folds. As children steadily acquire knowledge about literacy, they begin to
use these scaffolds on their own. We devote a considerable portion of this
chapter to identifying the manner in which particular features of text influ-
ence young readers’ success in comprehending a book. Teachers’ book selec-
tions for instructional lessons and independent activities are crucial for
students’ development as independent readers. We organize the remainder
of the chapter in terms of two types of text: (a) texts that teachers read to
students and (b) texts that children read, both with the teacher and on
their own.

Texts That Teachers Read to Children

Whatever the age of students, teachers read aloud literature—or “trade
books,” a term publishers use to distinguish literature from textbooks—to
broaden their students’ interactions with topics, genres, and authors. For
young children who are able to read many picturebooks independently, the
texts that teachers read aloud are complex picturebooks such as Van Alls-
burg’s (1983) Wreck of the Zephyr or Coerr’s (1993) Sadako. A key goal of
the read-aloud is to extend children’s involvement with books, with the
teacher rereading old favorites as well as new titles on topics and genres that
challenge children’s thinking.

The diversity and richness of children’s literature make the task of se-
lecting books both pleasurable and daunting. Further, there are few restric-
tions or guidelines from districts or states or from prepackaged programs on
teachers’ choices of read-aloud books. In fact, teachers choose from an end-
less assortment of trade books. There are classic books, such as Make Way
for Ducklings (McCloskey, 1941) or Madeline, enjoyed by children across
generations, and each year, many trade books are added to an already re-
splendent collection. Some of these books, like Smoky Night (Bunting,
1994), have become instant favorites. Others may not endure the test of time
but are part of the array from which teachers can choose. Sifting the wheat
from the chaff in children’s books is an ongoing part of teaching—a process
that is to be savored and enjoyed by teachers because of the many superior
children’s books that are available.

Teachers will find long lists of recommendations and award winners for
just about any kind of children’s book. There are times when good literature
helps us relax, laugh, or escape the hectic pace of a school day. There are
times when good literature challenges our thinking, introduces us to new
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people, places, and times. There are times when good literature serves to
inform or intrigue us, capturing our curiosity or pushing our imagination.
Given the power of literature, it is important for teachers to be aware of the
range of purposes a single book can serve, as well as the particular purposes
that a book might serve (Cullinan & Galda, 1994). In Chapter 3, we discussed
the literacy goals that underlie emergent literacy classrooms. The literacy
goal most central to literature selection in these classrooms relates to the
central process of comprehending the content communicated within the
trade books. Two dimensions of the content of trade books bear considera-
tion: (a) themes and (b) cultural values.

We first elaborate on these two dimensions, then review resources that
can guide book selection to support the goals of the emergent literacy class-
room. Our discussion of themes and cultural values, however, requires a
group of books as referents; thus we focus our discussion on books from the
award winner lists displayed in Tables 5.1 and 5.2.

Table 5.1 consists of the beginning independent reading and younger
readers (ages 5-8) portions of the 1994 Children’s Choices. This annual list
of books, established by the International Reading Association and Chil-
dren’s Book Council in 1974, selects winners from several hundred books.
Regional review teams work with teachers and students who read and vote
on the books. Those with the highest votes are designated as Children’s
Choices.

Teachers’ Choices, included in Table 5.2, represent a similar effort of
tallying teachers’ responses to a large set of books. Teachers are asked to
identify books they view as exceptional in curriculum use, reflecting high
literary quality, and that may not be discovered or appreciated by children
without introduction by a knowledgeable adult.

The other two lists of award winners in Table 5.2 represent the most
prestigious awards given to picturebooks by panels of librarians and other
experts. Since 1938, the American Library Association has awarded the Cal-
decott Medal to the illustrator of the most distinguished picturebook for chil-
dren published in the United States in the year preceding the award. Al-
though the illustrator of a book receives this award, the stories of these books
are often high in literary quality. Another list of award winners that appears
in Table 5.2 consists of the recipients of the Coretta Scott King Illustrator
Awards, given annually to an illustrator of African-American descent.

The Themes of Literature

Whether a book tells a story, communicates a rhyme, or conveys informa-
tion, its content pertains to a theme. And, unwittingly or intentionally, the
illustrations and text of a book convey values. Trade book themes can be
considered in relation to children’s developmental interests, classroom com-
munity goals, and interdisciplinary themes.

Developmental Themes. Developmental themes are ones that interest chil-
dren at particular points of development. The selections on the Children’s
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TABLE 5.1 Classification of Selections From Children’s
Choice’ (Young Readers’ List), 1994

Genre/Topic

Selection

Beginning Independent Reading

Curtis, Jamie Lee. When I Was Little: A Four-Year-
Old’s Memoir of Her Youth. Illus. Laura Cornell

Gwynne, Fred. Easy to See Why

Siracusa, Catherine. The Giant Zucchini

Russo, Marisabina. Trade-in Mother

Predictable/Rhyming

Carle, Eric. Today Is Monday

Compton, Kenn & Joanne. Granny Greenteeth
and the Noise in the Night. Illus. Kenn
Compton

Emberley, Ed. Go Away, Big Green Monster!

Numeroff, Laura. Dogs Don’t Wear Sneakers.
Mlus. Joe Mathieu

Pinczes, Elinor J. One Hundred Hungry Ants.
Illus. Bonnie MacKain

Realistic Fiction
Common Family Situations:
Travel
Sibling rivalry

New Situations:

School

City child at farm
Uncommon Situations:
Lost in the woods

Searching for a home

Natural disasters
Being different

Brown, Marc. Arthur’s Family Vacation
Martin, Jane Read & Marx, Patricia. Now
Everybody Really Hates Me. Illus. Roz Chast

Kline, Suzy. Song Lee in Room 2B. Iilus. Frank
Remkiewicz

Petersen, P.J. The Sub. Illus. Meredith Johnson

Ericsson, Jennifer. No Milk! Illus. Ora Eitan

Kinsey-Warnock, Natalie. The Bear That Heard
Crying. Illus. Ted Rand

Jennings, Linda. The Dog Who Found Christmas.
Ilus. Catherine Walters

Stover, Jill. Alamo Across Texas

Versey, Amanda. Hector’s New Sneakers

Shannon, Margaret. Elvira

Fantasy
Animals/Monsters Come
to Life

Berian, Kathryn Hook. Andrew’s Amaging
Monsters. Illus. Maxie Chambliss

Camp, Lindsay. Dinosaurs at the Supermarket.
Mlus. Clare Skilbeck

Dubanevich, Arlene. Calico Cows

Greenblat, Rodney A. Slombo the Gross

McPhail, David. Pigs Aplenty, Pigs Galore!

Mahy, Margaret. The Three-Legged Cat. 1llus.
Jonathan Allen

Roddie, Shen. Mrs. Wolf. Tllus. Korky Paul

From Children’s Choices for 1994. The Reading Teacher, 48, pp. 147-155.
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TABLE 5.1 Classification of Selections From Children’s
Choice (Young Readers’ List), 1994 (continued)

Genre/Topic Selection
Children Changing the Arnold, Tedd. Green Wilma
Environment Buehner, Caralyn. A Job for Wittilda. 1llus. Mark

Humor

Buehner

Hearn, Diane Dawson. Dad’s Dinosaur Day

Holleyman, Sonia. Mona the Brilliant

Leemis, Ralph. Smart Dog. Tllus. Chris Demarest

Potter, Katherine. My Mother the Cat

Schanzer, Rosalyn. Esra in Pursuit: The Great
Mage Chase

Serfozo, Mary. Benjamin Bigfoot. lllus. Joseph A.
Smith

York, Carol Beach. Pudmuddles. Illus. Lisa
Thiesing

Folklore
Traditional European-
American Tales, changed

Retellings of Tales
European origins

African origins

New Tales

Auch, Mary Jane. Peeping Beauty

Perlman, Janet. Cinderella Penguin

Trivizas, Eugene. The Three Little Wolves & the
Big Bad Pig. 1llus. Helen Oxenbury

Vozar, David. Yo, Hungry Wolf! Illus. Betsy Lewin

Langley, Jonathan. Goldilocks and the Three
Bears

Slater, Teddy. Walt Disney’s Mickey and the
Beanstalk. llus. Phil Wilson

Rounds, Glen. Three Billy Goats Gruff

Rosen, Michael. How Giraffe Got Such a Long
Neck. 1llus. John Clementson

Marshall, James. Rats on the Range and Other
Stories

Nonfiction

Fiction/Nonfiction Mix

Hewett, Joan. Tiger, Tiger, Growing Up. Photo.
Richard Hewett

Jeunesse, Gallimard, et al. Castles: A First
Discovery Book. Illus. C. & D. Millet

Jeunesse, Gallimard, et al. Whales: A First
Discovery Book. 1llus. Ute Fuhr & Raoul
Sautai

Michel, Frangois. Water. 1llus. Yves Larvor

Myers, Laurie. Earthquake in the Third Grade.
TlHus. Karen Ritz

Reiser, Lynn. Tomorrow on Rocky Pond
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TABLE 5.2 Recent Award Winners:
Teachers’ Choice (1994), Caldecott (1986-1995),
Coretta Scott King Illustrator (1986-1995)

Award Year Titles
Teachers’ Choice' | 1994 | Appelt, Kathi. Elephants Aloft. Illus. Keith Baker
Coerr, Eleanor. Sadako. 1llus. Ed Young
Dunphy, Madeleine. Here Is the Arctic Winter. 1llus.
Alan James Robinson
Say, Allen. Grandfather’s Journey
Siebert, Diane. Plane Song. Illus. Vincent Nasta
Simon, Seymour. Autumn Across America
Soto, Gary. Too Many Tamales. Illus. Ed Martinez
Stock, Catherine. Where Are You Going, Manyoni?
Uchida, Yoshiko. The Bracelet. 1llus. Joanna Yardley
Caldecott Medal 1986 | The Polar Express (Chris Van Allsburg)
Winner 1987 | Hey, Al (Richard Egielski; Illus. Arthur Yorinks)
1988 | Owl Moon (John Schoenherr; Illus. Jane Yolen)
1989 | Song and Dance Man (Stephen Gammell; Illus. Karen
Ackerman)
1990 | Lon Po Po: A Red Riding Hood Story From China (Ed
Young)
1991 | Black and White (David Macaulay)
1992 | Tuesday (David Wiesner)
1993 | Mirette on the High Wire (Emily Arnold McCully)
1994 | Grandfather’s Journey (Allen Say)
1995 | Smoky Night (Eve Bunting; Illus. David Diaz)
Coretta Scott King | 1986 | The Patchwork Quilt (Valerie Flournoy; Illus. Jerry
Ilustrator Pinkney)
1987 | Half a Moon and One Whole Star (Crescent
Dragonwagon; Illus. Jerry Pinkney)
1988 | Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters: An African Tale (John
Steptoe)
1989 | Mirandy and Brother Wind (Patricia McKissack; Illus.
Jerry Pinkney)
1990 | Nathaniel Talking (Eloise Greenfield; Illus. Jan Spivey
Gilchrist)
1991 | Aida (told by Leontyne Price; Illus. Leo and Diane
Dillon)
1992 | Tar Beach (Faith Ringgold)
1993 | The Origin of Life on Earth: An African Myth
(Katherine Atkins Wilson; Illus. David A.
Anderson)
1994 | Soul Looks Back in Wonder (Maya Angelou et al.;
lus. Tom Feelings)
1995 | The Creation (James Weldon Johnson; Illus. James

Ransome)

1IFrom Teachers’ Choices for 1994, The Reading Teacher, 48, pp. 239-241.
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Choice list (Table 5.1) indicate themes that interest children during the
emergent literacy years. One prominent theme relates to central issues
in human beings’ experiences, such as: (a) the relationship with na-
ture (Earthquake in the Third Grade), (b) family relationships (Trade-in
Mother), and (c¢) one’s own history (When I Was Little: A Four-Year-Old’s
Memoir of Her Youth). Many of these themes are treated, however, in an-
thropomorphized form with animals dealing with the crises of the search
for a new home, a natural disaster, or a family vacation gone awry. Note
that themes of human conflict and dilemmas are of interest to young chil-
dren when the primary characters are animals rather than children like
themselves.

Another universal theme to which young children resonate relates to
control over their environment. In the spirit of Roald Dahl, an author with a
popular following among middle-grade students, many books deal with the
theme of children’s control over or desire to change their environment. In
Dad’s Dinosaur Day, dad becomes a dinosaur who can play with the child
and is not the inaccessible parent who goes to work.

Themes depicted in traditional fairy tales are popular in their updated
versions. Yo, Hungry Wolf! and The Three Little Wolves and the Big Bad Pig
feature the pig as the antagonist, illustrating twists on the traditional fairy
tale. Similarly, some authors create retellings of traditional tales using popu-
lar media characters such as Mickey Mouse, featured in Walt Disney’s Mickey
and the Beanstalk.

Finally, some developmental themes are told through stories about a
particular character. Just as many of us are eager to read the next John
Grisham tale, young children have favorite authors who write about favorite
characters. The series represented by Arthur’s Family Vacation is illustra-
tive of such stories. Children delight in learning about Arthur’s exploits with
his family, adventures that may approximate their own experiences or may
provide insights into new ways of thinking about and solving problems. While
not in the same category of great literature as award winners like Lon Po Po
or Grandfather’s Journey, such books are important components of the
emergent literacy classroom library, strong additions to a library of award-
winning texts.

Classroom Community Themes. These themes relate to occasions that
are part of classroom life such as newcomers to the class, the transition
from summer vacation to school, absences from school by teacher or stu-
dents, and birthdays of class members. Many of the books on the lists of
award winners relate to these themes. For example, transitions to school
from the summer can be recognized by reading Where Are You Going,
Manyoni? which tells the story of a girl’s journey to school. Exploring dif-
ferent holiday traditions can begin with Soto’s Too Many Tamales, a story of
a Hispanic-American family’s celebration of Christmas. Other community
events may occur far away, but be brought to students’ lives through televi-
sion. Books such as Smoky Night, the 1995 Caldecott winner, can help stu-
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dents reflect on human disasters. Eve Bunting conceived of this book’s theme
as fires burned in Los Angeles in 1992.

Interdisciplinary Themes. Literature should be integrated across the cur-
riculum. Past award winners such as Owl Moon and The Patchwork Quilt
illustrate connections to science and social studies content. Owl Moon tells
about learning to observe nature under the light of the moon. The Patchwork
Quilt conveys the values and treasures that a child receives from her grand-
mother as they make a quilt.

There are entire volumes written on the role of children’s literature in
interdisciplinary instruction (e.g., Pappas, Kiefer, & Levstik, 1990; Weaver,
Chaston, & Peterson, 1993). The themes that extend across subject areas
should deal with the “big ideas” of cultures, or megathemes as Valencia
(1995) has called them. Some examples of these large themes are develop-
ment and growth, transitions, creation and imagination, ingenuity and sur-
vival, interdependence, humor, and adventures—ordinary and not so ordinary.
The intent is for teachers within schools and districts to talk with one an-
other about manifestations of these themes at various points across students’
school years. As these themes appear, children can make connections across
books that they have read and build on what they have already learned.

Because high-quality literature lends itself to a range of readings (i.e.,
interpretations, focuses), teachers have substantial leeway in choosing books
to study to address particular themes. What teachers want to do, however, is
to be certain that the themes that they choose do not shortchange the con-
tent. In their survey of themes for integrated units, Lipson, Valencia, Wixson,
and Peters (1993) found that far too many themes chosen by teachers to
organize their instructional units were trivial in nature. For example, while
“apples” or “the circus” are popular choices, they do not constitute themes.
By reconfiguring such topics as part of larger, underlying themes, more can
be done with the literature to create meaningful literacy events that are
likely to have long-term influences on students’ learning and thinking. For
example, the topic of “apples” could be part of a theme related to “Living
things grow and change” or “Living things are part of a cycle of life.” A book
such as Autumn Across America (on the Teachers’ Choices 1994 list) graph-
ically and beautifully conveys ideas about harvest and, for children in non-
apple-growing areas, encourages connections across communities.

Cultural Values

Any piece of literature communicates values and principles, while teachers
and community members are the arbiters of values. We have two aims
in discussing cultural values in teachers’ selection of literature. First,
the implicit and explicit values in a piece of literature should be under-
stood in selecting literature; and, second, the literature selections them-
selves should both recognize and represent the diversity of cultures in our
society.
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Implicit and Explicit Values. A culture’s literature communicates the prin-
ciples that it prizes. For example, a book such as Mirette on the High Wire
(McCully, 1992) communicates values of courage and friendship. Even in a
fractured fairy tale such as The Three Little Wolves and the Big Bad Pig, the
cultural value of ingenuity in the face of adversity is apparent. In introducing
the notion of implicit and explicit values, we are not advocating a particular
set of values or viewing literature as a source for “traditional values” in the
fashion of Bennett (1994). Rather, we do so to emphasize that values are
inherent in the literature read to and by children and that, as teachers, it is
important to be aware of the values the texts convey. In the two illustrations
that follow, the implicit and explicit values in literature are highlighted to
show how choice of literature may: (a) facilitate or inhibit children’s ability
to relate to storyline and characters and (b) promote or debunk stereotypes.

Depending on their experiences with literature, children may come to
view texts as simply windows into the strange and unfamiliar, rather than as
both windows into other lives and mirrors that encourage readers to reflect
on their own lives (Cullinan & Galda, 1994). Ladson-Billings (1994) de-
scribes her experiences as an African-American child in the 1950s reading
about Dick and Jane and the lack of connection to her world. Not only were
the physical appearances of these characters different from those of Ladson-
Billings and her classmates but the characters lived in communities and did
activities quite unlike any that she and her classmates knew.

For children in today’s classes, the range of cultural groups and con-
texts that are represented in the recent explosion of children’s books should
give students with diverse cultures and experiences characters and stories
with which they can identify. Books such as Smoky Night depict African-
American, Asian-American, and Hispanic-American groups living in the
same community and working hard to resolve differences. The Patchwoork
Quilt represents the connections across the generations of an African-
American family, while Grandfather’s Journey conveys the roots of an
Asian-American family in Japan and in the United States. Such books pro-
vide many characters and storylines with which children can identify.

Depending on the literature selected for children, teachers may implic-
itly reinforce particular stereotypes within the culture. An analysis of the
textbook series that had been used in every classroom in California during
the 1970s demonstrated the rigid stereotyping of characters’ roles and lives
(Women on Words & Images, 1975). In one story in the second-grade text-
book, a pigeon flies into the garage. Mother is helpless in the face of this
dilemma, waving her apron at the pigeon. The young girl, Janet is also unable
to help solve the dilemma. Only Mark, a young boy, is able to get the pigeon
out of the garage. Such stereotyping is easily avoided given the wide range of
literature available in today’s classrooms. In the lists that appear in Tables
5.1 and 5.2, for example, female characters appear in books such as Mona
the Brilliant and Mirette on the High Wire, who provide models of adventur-
ous individuals, while male characters in books such as Benjamin Bigfoot
and Hector’s New Sneakers show that individuals, regardless of gender, can
express their vulnerabilities.
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These examples illustrate the presence of values within the literature
that students read and hear, as well as the power of literature to challenge
students’ thinking about things that a culture values. Our task is not to des-
ignate the values that should be part of the curriculum but to emphasize the
need for considering the values, often implicit, in books.

Cultural Diversity. In addition to making the values in the books an explicit
aspect of literature selection, the diversity represented within the literature
should be an important factor. The representation of cultures in the litera-
ture that teachers read to students communicates an important message to
children. Consider once again the notion of literature as a mirror reflecting
who we are, what we value, and how we interact within our worlds, and
literature as a window revealing unfamiliar and perhaps distant peoples,
places, and times. Cultures’ representation in literature selected for children
should represent both goals. Ladson-Billings’s (1994) comment about her
lack of recognition of herself and her life in the stories she read as a child
reflects a diet too heavy in literature as a window. This can happen from lack
of attention to the diversity of our students (i.e., assuming that literature
about children reflects all of their lives), drawing too heavily on traditional
mainstream, middle-class settings and characters. In fact, in most of today’s
classrooms, any single book read by or to children is likely to serve as a
mirror for some students, while for others, it serves as a window.

The ways in which cultural groups are represented by themes and illus-
tration can be seen in the award winners. When children’s favorites are the
only basis for a read-aloud curriculum or when the canons of classics govern
selection, diversity of themes within cultural groups can be overlooked
(Applebee, 1991). In the lists of award-winning books, we can see that
when chosen by adults, diversity is quite highly represented. Six of the ten
Caldecotts represent the stories of diverse cultures. Among the nine Teach-
ers’ Choice selections, six tell the stories of cultures other than those of
European-Americans. The other three are informational in character and
presumably cut across different cultures. Further, the representation in-
volves authentic stories of the cultures. For example, Too Many Tamales is
realistic fiction conveying an event that could well occur in any culture,
but it plays out in one that is uniquely Hispanic-American. As a Hispanic-
American family makes tamales as part of their Christmas preparation,
Maria, who has tried on her mother’s wedding ring, discovers that it is miss-
ing only when all of the tamales have been made.

While cultural representation is rich in the selections made by teachers
and librarians, a similar range of representation cannot be seen in the books
that were popular with children. Only one book had a primary character
and problem dealing with cultural uniqueness—Song Lee in Room 2B—
and one book consisted of folk tales from a historical tradition other than
European—How Giraffe Got Such a Long Neck. Presumably, children were
presented with a range of selections, including books representing various
cultural groups. Does this mean that children, regardless of cultural heri-
tage, shared an interest in particular kinds of books? Or does this feature of
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children’s choices represent their developmental interests in rhyming text,
fanciful characters, and happy endings? While questions such as these can-
not be answered without more information on regional choices and the com-
position of classes that participate in the selection of books, this feature does
emphasize the need for teachers to share a variety of books with children.

We have suggested the importance of considering both the values re-
flected in young children’s literature as well as the diversity of cultural
groups. Ultimately, however, the basis for selecting books that further the
goals of an emergent literacy curriculum needs to be the curriculum itself.
While award winners or titles recommended by professional organizations or
experts can be expected to have particular characteristics, the theme and
values within a book need to be examined against the curriculum of particu-
lar classrooms.

Resources for Finding Children’s Literature

Given the plethora of literature available today for use in reading aloud,
instruction, and encouraging students’ independent reading, it is important
for teachers to have access to sources of information about the books. We
drew on four lists of award-winning books for children in our previous sec-
tion. However, despite the value of these four lists, our discussion conveyed
their limitations as well. In this section, we examine resources that teachers
can draw upon, from lists of award winners to reviews in professional jour-
nals and recommendations from professional organizations.

Award-Winning Books. Approximately 125 awards for children’s books are
listed in Children’s Books: Awards and Priges (Children’s Book Council,
1992), but primary-level teachers should be aware that many of these awards
are given to books for intermediate-level students. As a group, the four award
winners that are listed in Tables 5.1 and 5.2 are the most comprehensive for
emergent literacy classrooms. Teachers can stay current with the annual
winners of these awards quite easily. The Children’s Choices appear in the
October issue of The Reading Teacher, an instructional journal published by
the International Reading Association. Teachers’ Choices are published in
the same journal’s November issue annually. Announcements of the Calde-
cott Awards and Coretta Scott King Illustrator Awards are made in newspa-
pers annually. Further, local bookstores (including the franchises of national
bookstores) often feature these award winners and will provide copies of the
Caldecott and King award lists upon request.

Recommendations by the Profession. The voice of professional educators
can be heard in book reviews written for journals, in book lists provided by
districts, and in recommended books published by specific organizations.
Further, lists included in professional books reflect both critical reviews and
personal recommendations of individual authors (e.g., Jim Trelease’s Read-
Aloud Handbook [1989] and Cullinan & Galda’s Literature and the Child,
Third edition [1994]). As the Internet grows in listings and in use, the num-
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ber of lists of recommended books can be expected to increase even more
than the many that already exist. The critical task for teachers will be to
make wise choices in selecting from this overload of information. Wise
choices will stem from: (a) teachers’ curricular and instructional needs,
(b) the interests and needs of their particular children, and (c) consideration
of the intended uses and selection criteria of the professionals who created
the list.

Reputable sources also include professional journals such as The Read-
ing Teacher and Language Arts, which regularly carry columns of book re-
views. A list that illustrates the ones created by professional educators is
displayed in Table 5.3, which also highlights an area in which all of the

TABLE 5.3 Bibliography of Nonfiction Read-Alouds
Topic Titles
Animals: Clayton, Gordon. Foal
Communications, Machotka, H. Outstanding Qutsides
Habitats, Habits, and | Patent, D.H. What Good Is a Tail? 1llus. W. Munoz
Characteristics Peters, Sharon. Animals at Night. Illus. Paul Harvey
Robinson, Fay. Real Bears and Alligators. Illus. Ann losa
The Natural World Hausherr, R. What Food Is This?
Heller, Ruth. The Reason for a Flower
Kitchen, Bert. When Hunger Calls
Wandelmaier, Roy. Stars. Illus. Irene Trivas
Wexler, Jerome. Flowers Fruits Seeds
Ocean Life Cousteau Society. Dolphins
Grenner, B., and Chardiet, B. Where’s That Fish? Illus.
C. Schwartz
Zoehfeld, K. W. What Lives in a Shell?
People and Their Harrison, T. Children of the Yukon

Habitats and Food

Kuklin, Susan. How My Family Lives in America

Markle, S. Outside and Inside You

McConkey, L. Sea and Cedar: How the Northwest Coast
Indians Lived. Illus. D. Tait

Miller, Margaret. My Five Senses

Morris, Ann. Bread, Bread, Bread. Photo. Ken Heyman

Morris, Ann. On the Go. Photo. Ken Heyman

Geography

Bash, B. Desert Giant: The World of the Saguaro Cactus
Hartman, Gail. As the Crow Flies: A First Book of Maps.
Illus. Harvey Stevenson

Weather and Seasons

Hirschi, Ron. Summer. Photo. Thomas Mangelsen

Kramer, S. Avalanche. Photo. P. Cone

Kramer, S. Lightning. Photo. W. Faidley

Peters, L.W. The Sun, the Wind and the Rain. Illus. Ted
Rand
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award winners have been deficient—informational books. The list began
with recommendations in a Reading Teacher article (Doiron, 1994). A col-
umn in The Reading Teacher (Fried, Hershey, Koblitz, Stiles, Stotts, Unanue,
Woodman, & Pierce, 1995) expanded the list. We then added some personal
favorites from the recent wave of new informational books for young
children.

For teachers who wish to keep current on recent publications of books,
the Horn Book Magasine is a bimonthly publication that provides reviews of
books as they appear. Two times a year, a cumulative index of all reviews of
books published during that time period is provided in the Horn Book Guide.

In summary, resources can be extremely helpful in identifying a range of
relevant books for reading aloud to students as they listen, or as they read
along. From professional literature to word-of-mouth recommendations of
personal favorites, these resources provide an important means for teachers
to stay informed and up-to-date on children’s literature.

Texts That Children Read

Selecting books so beginning readers can experience success while simulta-
neously developing strategies that lead to independent reading is a task that
has challenged educators for generations. In the past, beginning reading
programs were known by their allegiance to a single criterion (e.g., high-
frequency words or phonetically regular words or high literary quality). To-
day, the literacy field recognizes the importance of children’s early exposure
to a wide range of print, with literature selected on the basis of multiple
criteria. In this section, we examine the three dominant criteria that have
formed the basis for selecting books for beginning readers in American class-
rooms, in terms of single-criterion and multiple-criteria programs. We then
consider a criterion that has often been downplayed or overlooked in select-
ing an early reading instructional approach: the number of books that are
part of the beginning reading program.

Texts Selected Using a Single Criterion

Perhaps no greater debate has existed in the history of literacy education
than the one focused on the best texts to use for teaching young children to
read. Three primary criteria for selecting texts have dominated the field;
these criteria are texts featuring high-frequency words, phonetically regular
words, or high literary quality. For most of our history as a reading profes-
sion, the debate has been over which criteria should dominate.

For much of the 20th century, most American schoolchildren have
learned to read with texts that featured high-frequency words. Use of such
texts came under harsh criticism by advocates of texts that feature phoneti-
cally regular words. The argument was essentially between whether students
initially best learned to read by acquiring a broad sight word vocabulary (i.e.,
by frequent exposure to common words) or by acquiring knowledge of sound/
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symbol correspondence. Texts written to feature high-frequency words and
those written to feature phonetically regular words differ significantly from
one another in their target words but, because stories are selected for the
presence of particular words rather than for the message, both approaches
have relied on creating special books for beginning readers. Both these ap-
proaches have come under serious criticism in the past decade as questions
were raised about literary quality in the literature used to teach young chil-
dren to read. Thus, recent trends have led to choosing texts for their literary
merit. The shift to high literary quality as the criterion for selecting books
has meant a focus on the text as a whole. Further, using this as the criterion
for text selection has meant that existing library or trade books have become
the source for beginning reading materials.

Despite vast differences in emphases across these three stances, their
application to reading programs has been exclusionary. If literary quality is
the criterion that dominates, the other characteristics of text fall by the
wayside. Similarly, when high-frequency words dominated as the guide for
beginning reading materials, the literary quality of books and the presence
of phonetically regular words were of secondary concern. We examine each
of these criteria in turn, then explore what we believe is a rational approach
to early reading instruction: the use of multiple criteria in selecting books for
teaching beginning readers.

High-Frequency Words. High-frequency or sight words are those that occur
most often in written English (see Table 3.4 for a sample list). High-frequency
words as the basis for reading textbooks came into prominence in the 1930s
with the addition of William S. Gray to the Scott-Foresman reading series
(Elson & Gray, 1930). Gray was prominent among the behavioral psychologists
who promised a “new science of teaching” (Smith, 1934/1965). These psychol-
ogists believed that behaviorist learning principles (Thorndike, 1903) could be
applied to creating texts from which all children of normal intelligence would
learn to read. The principles dictated that students practice repeatedly on
specific sets of target words to ensure a connection between the stimulus
(i.e., the written word) and the response (i.e., the oral reading of the word).

The stories in the Scott-Foresman textbooks in which Gray applied these
behaviorist principles centered around Dick and Jane and their menagerie
of pets and family members. Other publishers using a similar philosophy
created textbook series with different casts of characters. These programs of
basic materials in a sequence for the elementary grades came to be called
“basal” reading programs. The nature of text for first graders was similar
across these programs because of the underlying “science” that children
needed to see particular high-frequency words repeatedly in stories with
familiar content. The first page of a story entitled Tiny (Rider, 1986) illus-
trates this genre:

We can go now.

[ can not go.

I have to get Tiny.

[ will help you. (p.19)
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On this page and the six that follow it, 19 distinct words are combined
in a variety of ways to form a 133-word passage. Except for the name of
the protagonist, Tiny, the words are ones that appear frequently in written
English: here, come, will, not, to, you, I, have, get, do, help, we, can, it, go,
in, now, want. The children who are chasing Tiny are never identified by
name, although pictures of their faces appear in front of each line to convey
a dialogue (and making it unnecessary to include the repetitive “said Janet”
or “Mark said”). The barn into which Tiny escapes is referred to as “here.”
This mid-1980s version of a passage in a popular textbook series differs little
from the Dick and Jane text that characterized the 1940s and 1950s basal
textbook series.

Gray’s assumptions and those of psychologists who kept this tradition
alive into the late 1980s were faulty on a number of counts. First, anyone
who has ever had to spend days at school reading text such as “We can go
now. I can not go” or any teacher who has ever had to listen to one class after
another of first graders struggle through this text will give the resounding
message that text that rigidly follows this criterion does not generate moti-
vation for either learning to read or teaching children to read.

A second problem associated with this text is the abstractness and com-
plexity of high-frequency words, as we discussed in Chapter 3. As is evident
in the example of Tiny, no exceptions were made to the high-frequency cri-
terion. For young children, the exclusion of any high-meaning words in-
creased the complexity of learning to read substantially.

Third, as Chall’s (1967/1982) analyses highlighted, children were not
encouraged to learn about the regular sound-letter correspondences in En-
glish. For example, phonetically regular words such as pig and hog were not
integrated into the Tiny passage even though those words describe Tiny’s
species. Nor do the children chase Tiny around the pen. Including any of
these words—pig, hog, pen—might have supported a disposition among be-
ginning readers to develop the knowledge of rimes we described in Chapter
3 as being an important part of beginning readers’ repertoire of knowledge.
When children’s early instructional experiences are with texts like Tiny, they
fail to grasp common sound-letter patterns (Juel & Roper-Schneider, 1985).

While psychologists in the early 20th century were correct to assume
that automaticity with a group of words is important to independent reading,
as we saw in Chapter 3, automaticity with a core group of words is only one
of several important strategies. However, the emphasis on high-frequency
words became even more entrenched in American reading instruction as
these words became a primary criterion for readability formulas (Davison &
Kantor, 1982; Klare, 1984). Together with sentence length, the number of
high-frequency words was used as part of the readability formulas that
established the text difficulty level of texts. To be “easier” according to a
readability formula, and thus appropriate for use in a basal reading series,
sentences needed to be short and vocabulary needed to be on a high-
frequency word list. To meet the requirements of the readability formulas,
texts were often changed to feature high-frequency words over more vivid
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terms used in the original texts. For example, The Secret Hiding Place
(Bennett, 1960, p. 1) contained the phrase, “lily pads and corn” in its original
form. It was rewritten and retitled The Little Hippo (Eller, Hester et al., 1980,
p. 46) to appear in a beginning basal reader, and the phrase was replaced
with the word food. Though behaviorist psychology is no longer the driving
philosophy underlying text selection, readability formulas continue to influ-
ence the passages on the tests prominent in most American school systems,
in turn raising the importance of high-frequency words used in instruction.

Phonetically Regular Text. Phonetically regular words are those that are
predictable based on the underlying rules of letter-sound correspondences
in the English language. Proposals that texts should be selected on the basis
of phonetically regular words periodically challenged the high-frequency cri-
terion (e.g., Flesch, 1957). At times there has been considerable clamor by
advocates of this perspective. However, the percentage of American class-
rooms in which these materials have been used has never been great (Chall
& Squire, 1991). Programs developed with this criterion in mind followed
the same underlying behaviorist principles as programs featuring high-
frequency words. A sequence of words representing particular rimes ap-
peared repeatedly. These words needed to form stories of familiar characters
and events that children could read successfully, allowing for reinforcement.

A selection from a textbook series that emphasized phonetically regular
words begins in this manner: “Dad ran to the fan. Dad had to fan Nan. Dad
had to fan Dan.” (Rasmussen & Goldberg, 1964, p. 16). This text from The
Bad Fan came from the beginning of a reading program when the first vowel-
consonant rimes—those with the short vowel a as in “ad” and “an”—were
taught. Once the “at” rime had been introduced, Nan, Dad, and Dan might
have adventures that involve a “fat rat.” At this point in the program, the
problems of the stories could not include Mom because vowel-consonant
rimes with “0” had not been introduced. Nor would Dad be expected to “fix”
the fan because the “ix” rime occurred later in the program.

An obvious problem with this type of text is its nonsensical nature. The
task of reading The Bad Fan resembles a tongue twister more than reading
meaningful and engaging text. An inventive writer like Dr. Seuss was able to
take the constraints imposed by this philosophy and create text that was
appealing. But, as he described later, “I remember thinking that I might be
able to dash off The Cat in the Hat in two or three weeks. Actually, it took
over a year” (Commire, 1982, p. 114). If learning to read requires interac-
tions with many books, the creation of several hundred masterpieces with
such regular text will be an unlikely financial venture for many publishers of
school materials.

While phonetically regular reading textbooks have never dominated early
reading instruction in the United States, there has been a lingering belief
among teachers, parents, and critics of American education that this per-
spective might solve many children’s reading difficulties. Research findings
partially substantiate this perspective. Some regularity in word patterns in
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books children read during early stages of reading instruction appears to
assist their becoming independent readers more quickly than do books based
solely on high-frequency words (Juel & Roper-Schneider, 1985). A tie-in be-
tween instruction in letter-sound correspondences and the materials that
children read is particularly important. Chall (1982) analyzed American
textbook programs published over a decade after her report showing the
importance of phonics for beginning readers, Learning to Read: The Great
Debate (Chall, 1967), was published. She found that phonics instruction had
been integrated into the teachers’ manuals and workbooks, while children’s
texts continued to feature high-frequency words. When Juel and Roper-
Schneider (1985) studied children’s reading acquisition in programs that
followed this pattern of phonics instruction without follow-up of phonics
patterns in books, they found that children did not integrate the use of word
patterns in their independent recognition repertoire.

While it has not been feasible to create phonetically perfect text, the
assumption that the instruction on word patterns should be linked to the
words children are reading in their texts merits attention. Predictable books
found in many primary-level classrooms illustrate that engaging books can
be written with rhyming words to encourage application of letter-sound
knowledge and that involve children with high-frequency words. Many of
these predictable books also fit the criterion that we explore next—high
literary quality.

Literary Quality of Text. It was only in the early 1990s that the dominance
of high-frequency words as the criterion for selecting books for beginning
readers came to an end, replaced by the criterion of high literary quality. By
focusing on high literary quality, educators believed that children would be
involved with engaging language and ideas that were both motivating and
more like the language they heard in their day-to-day lives.

California (California Language Arts/English Framework Committee,
1987) and Texas (Texas Education Agency, 1990), large states that influence
textbook creation by their state adoption policies, required high-quality lit-
erature as a primary criterion for their review process. Not surprisingly, text-
books now consist of selections from trade books. The shift can be seen by
examining the 1991 edition of the textbook that had included the story of
Tiny in the 1986 edition. Recall that in 1986, the text had featured high-
frequency words. In 1991, at approximately the same place where Tiny had
appeared, the textbook included a different story about a pig. The text was
Mike Inkpen’s (1988) If I Had a Pig. Note the difference in the words featured
and the flow of the story, as illustrated in the first three pages of text: “If I
had a pig . ..I would tell him. ..a joke” (Inkpen, 1988, pp. 4-6). The boy
then describes fanciful activities that he and his pet might do—make a
house, paint pictures, have fights, give each other piggybacks, bake a cake,
race, make snowpigs, and finally, “tell him a story and take him to bed.” In
contrast to Tiny, If I Had a Pig is rich with vocabulary, using such words as
“wrinkled,” “joke,” “snowpig,” and “Boo.”
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If first-grade teachers follow the publisher’s recommendations for intro-
ducing material, children will read this passage during the first trimester of
first grade. Teachers are encouraged to use a shared reading experience
where children read along, using the predictable pattern of the text (“If I had
a pig, [ would ") as a structure for reading. The instructional guidance
provides little focus on the high-frequency words (e.g., “if,” “I,” “had,” “a”).
Of the 95 words in the story, 57 are unique (i.e., appear only once), one of
every two words. On which words do beginning readers focus? With so many
words bombarding beginning readers, words that are not high-interest or
picturable words are unlikely to be ones to which young children will attend.

Answers to the question of what beginning readers are learning are few,
but available reports indicate that those children who do not already have a
substantial foundation in emergent literacy at the beginning of grade one
struggle when literary quality is the sole or primary criterion for selecting
passages. At the end of first grade, about 70% of the children in literature-
based classrooms are not able to read trade books even simpler than If I Had
a Pig (Hiebert, Liu, Levin, Huxley, & Chung, 1995). There are just too many
unknown words with complex features for those children who are not already
competent readers to learn.

The shift in beginning reading materials has been dramatic and rapid, as
illustrated by Tiny and If I Had a Pig. While there is always a danger of a
pendulum swing back to texts such as Tiny or The Bad Fan, a more reason-
able response is to consider how the characteristics of high-frequency, pho-
netically regular, and high-interest can be integrated along with other critical
characteristics.

Texts Selected for Multiple Criteria

Because learning to read is a complex process, educators have moved away
from looking at single features of books to examining multiple aspects of
books. In this section, we develop this perspective of book selection using
multiple elements that we label “text accessibility.” This perspective draws
on previous research, particularly that of Juel and Roper-Schneider (1985)
and of Hiebert and her colleagues (1995), to focus on five features that influ-
ence the text accessibility for beginning readers. We evaluate these features
in relation to readers at the early stages of reading acquisition. Unlike read-
ability formulas that were used in the past to select texts for children from
grades one through high school, one size does not fit all when it comes to
selecting materials from the vantage point of text accessibility—even in first
grade. The descriptions that follow are aimed at the selection of text when
children are gaining the strategies we described in Chapter 3.

Three of the elements of text accessibility pertain to the story or selec-
tion as a whole: (1) predictability, (2) contextual support, and (3) word den-
sity. The other two elements relate to characteristics of individual or distinct
words in the text: (4) proportion of decodable words, and (5) proportion of
core high-frequency words. Thus we consider five text accessibility features
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that influence the central and necessary reading strategies we described in
Chapter 3. Table 5.4 details the components and the evaluation criteria for

the five features.

TABLE 5.4 Critical Features in Beginning
Reading Materials
Characteristic Components Evaluation Criteria
Characteristics of Texts
Predictability Size of Predictable Small predictable unit (3—5 words)

Unit

Proportion of Text
Accounted for by
Predictable Unit

Sizable unit (6-10 words)
Large unit (11-15 or more words)

[ ]
[ ]
[ ]
® No predictable unit

® Very high: 3/4 or more

® High: 1/2 to 2/3

® Moderate: 1/4 to 1/3

* Low: Less than 1/4

Contextual Support

Familiarity of
Concepts

Usefulness of
Illustrations in
Identifying Key
Words

® Very familiar (concepts/topics)
® Familiar

¢ Somewhat familiar

* Not common

® Very useful

e Useful

¢ Somewhat useful
¢ Not useful

Word Density

Number of Distinct
Words

Ratio of Distinct to
All Words

e Count of distinct or different words

® Number of all words is divided by
number of distinct words

Characteristics of Distinct Words

Decodability

Of the distinct words in the text, the
proportion of words with a vowel-
consonant rime is:

® Very High: 3 of 5

* High: 20f5

® Average: lof5

* Low: less than 1 of 5

High Frequency

Of the distinct words in the text, the
proportion of words that are the 50
most frequent English words is:

¢ Very High: 3of5
* High: 20f5
® Moderate: 1of5
e Low: less than 1 of 5
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Predictability. When a phrase or a sentence is repeated in a passage, sev-
eral readings of the passage with an adult allow beginning readers to recog-
nize the phrase or sentence. To illustrate this and other features of text
accessibility, we refer to the book, Six Go By (Dobeck, 1996), the text and
illustrations of which can be found in Figure 5.1.

As Six Go By illustrates, a pattern is repeated in all but the last sentence.
Such texts are known as “predictable” or “patterned.” This genre has been
available for generations in traditional tales such as This Is the House That
Jack Built (e.g., Peppe, 1970; Underhill, 1987) or classic books such as
Margaret Wise Brown’s Goodnight Moon (1947). But only recently have ed-
ucators understood the critical role of this type of text in beginning literacy

FIGURE5.1  Six Go By

SIX GO BY

j 3
ﬂf Six clo

3 Surprise!
8

Six Go By by Maryann Dobeck, illustrated by Rosario Valderrama. Part of the Ready Readers
Series. © 1995 by Modern Curriculum Press, Simon & Schuster Elementary. Used by permission.
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programs. In Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See?, Bill Martin, with
the aid of Eric Carle’s illustrations, showed how to create contemporary
predictable text. Read-along experiences with predictable books, Martin and
Brogan (1971) proposed, allowed children to participate as readers from the
start.

In the wake of the popularity of Brown Bear . . . , many outstanding writ-
ers and illustrators have produced a host of predictable books, some of which
are presented in Table 5.5. The descriptions in Table 5.5 show that the ways

TABLE 5.5 Predictable Books: Categories and Examples

Books with a Repetitive Pattern in Which a Particular Phrase or Sentence Is

Repeated as Part of the Structure of the Story

Prototype: My Friends
A child describes a variety of actions and the animal or individual from whom
this action was learned. Each episode takes the form of “I learned to
from my friend the ”

Campbell, Rod. Dear Zoo

Gomi, Taro. My Friends

Grejniec, Michael. What Do You Like?

Hennessy, B.G. Jake Baked the Cake. Illus. M. Morgan
Kafka, Sherry. I Need a Friend. Illus. Meryl Henderson
Lewin, Hugh. Jafta. Illus. Lisa Kopper

Waddle, Martin. Squeak-a-Lot. Tllus. Virginia Miller
Wood, Audrey. Quick as a Cricket. Illus. Don Wood

Books with a Repetitive Pattern That Makes Comparisons or Contrasts

Prototype: My Mom Travels a Lot
A young child alternates between describing good and bad things about her
mother traveling a lot. Example: “The good thing about it is we get to go to the
airport. The bad thing about it is there’s only one nighttime kiss.”

Bauer, C.F. My Mom Travels a Lot. Illus. N.W. Parker
Cuyler, M. That’s Good! That’s Bad! Tllus. D. Catrow
Charlip, Remy. Fortunately

Shaw, Charles. It Looked Like Spilt Milk

Books Where the Repetitive Pattern Involves a Question-Answer Format

Prototype: Whose Mouse Are You?
A question (e.g., Whose mouse are you?) and answer (e.g., Nobody’s mouse)
exchange is followed to form a story (Whose Mouse Are You?) or to enumerate
the features of a group, such as the animals on a farm in Spots, Feathers, and
Curly Tails.

Kraus, Robert. Whose Mouse Are You? Illus. Jose Aruego
Martin, Bill. Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See?
Tafuri, Nancy. Spots, Feathers, and Curly Tails
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TABLE 5.5 (continued)

Books with a Repetitive-Cumulative Pattern in Which a Word, Phrase, or Sentence Is
Repeated in Each Succeeding Episode, Adding a New Word, Phrase, or Sentence to
the Sequence with Each Episode

Prototype: The Napping House

The scene begins with a napping house where everyone is sleeping. Each episode
adds another component—a cozy bed, a snoring granny, a dreaming child, a
dozing dog, a snooging cat, a slumbering mouse, and, finally, a wakeful flea that
begins a chain reaction by biting the mouse, that subsequently scares the cat, etc.,
until “no one now is sleeping.” In another example, Hattie and the Fox, the cu-
mulative pattern (a hen seeing various features of a creature) is broken up with
a rhythmic refrain: “Good grief!” said the goose. “Well, well!” said the pig. “Who
cares?” said the sheep. “So what?” said the horse. “What’s next?” said the cow.

Bonne, Rose. I Know an Old Lady

Fox, Mem. Hattie and the Fox

Mazer, A. Yellow Button. Illus. Judy Pedersen

Peppe, R. The House That Jack Built

Robart, Rose. The Cake That Mack Ate. 1llus. Maryann Kovalski
Wood, Audrey. The Napping House. Illus. Don Wood

Books with Rhyming Patterns, Many of Which Have Rhyme Combined with Repeti-

tion and Cumulative Repetition

Prototype: Who Is Tapping at My Window?
The responses of animals to the query “Who is tapping at my window?” are
presented in couplets that rhyme: “It’s not I,” said the cat. “It’s not I,” said the
rat. A growing subset of these books consists of words or phrases that label
events or experiences and that rhyme. In Florian’s Nature Walk, for example, a
group takes a walk through woods with the description in couplets that rhyme,
such as “On the trail. Cottontail.”

Brown, Margaret Wise. Goodnight Moon

Cameron, Polly. “I Can’t” Said the Ant

Deming, A.G. Who Is Tapping at My Window? Illus. M. Wellington
Ehlert, Lois. Feathers for Lunch

Florian, Douglas. Nature Walk

Krauss, Ruth. Bears. Illus. P. Roward

Books with Patterns Based on Familiar Sequences (Cardinal and Ordinal Numbers,

Alphabet, Months of Year, Days of Week, Seasons, Colors)

Prototype: Jasper’s Beanstalk
Each day of the week finds Jasper tending his bean plant. Unlike many “days of
the week” sequences, this book goes beyond a single week with the concluding event
occurring “a long, long, long time later (on a Thursday, I think).”

Butterworth, Nick, and Inkpen, Mike. Jasper’s Beanstalk
Carle, Eric. The Very Hungry Caterpillar

Doubilet, A. Under the Sea from A to Z

Ward, Cindy. Cookie’s Week. Illus. Tomie dePaola

Wolff, Ashley. A Year of Birds
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of making texts predictable are numerous and complex. As new books appear
each year, we can see how inventive authors find novel ways to create pre-
dictable texts, varying structure, content, and size of the repeated unit. Cer-
tainly, teachers need to be aware of the categories in Table 5.5 as they guide
children’s read-alongs. Yet, the way in which different predictable structures
influence beginning readers has yet to be determined. For example, is a
cumulative pattern more difficult to remember than a pattern that relies on
a refrain? Two factors seem to be especially important in children’s reading
acquisition with predictable text: (a) the size of the repeated unit and (b) the
proportion of the text accounted for by the repeated unit.

Unit size refers to the number of words that are repeated in the book. In
Six Go By, the repeated unit size is three words: six, go, by. Two of these
words—go, by—are part of every sentence while the third word, six, is part
of all but the last two sentences. The size of this predictable unit is relatively
small, as it is in Cat on the Mat (Wildsmith, 1982), in which the phrase “on
the mat” is part of every sentence but the last.

In contrast, the size of the repeated unit is large in This Is the Cake That
Mack Ate, in which a phrase is added to the repeated unit with each episode.
“This is the cake that Mack ate” is followed by “This is the egg that went into
the cake that Mack ate.” This becomes “This is the hen that laid the egg that
went into the cake that Mack ate.” Even when children are memorizing the
text, a large set of words can be hard to hold in memory. In Vignette 5.2, six
words in the repeated sentence of The Carrot Seed were difficult for Doug to
remember. Doug conveys the gist of the phrase with his “Nothing’s gonna
grow,” but the unit in the text—“I'm afraid it won’t come up”—is large
enough that he is not focusing on any of the individual words. In contrast, a
short phrase of three words in Six Go By may be remembered and used by
children even after the teacher reads the title a single time.

A second feature that contributes to predictability is the proportion of
the text that is devoted to the predictable unit. When every sentence but the
last has the predictable pattern as is the case in Six Go By, children are more
likely to read along or attempt to read the book by themselves. As children’s
reading proficiency increases, teachers will want to steadily pull away the
scaffolding of the predictable text. The alternative is not to move back to
tedious text such as Tiny. Books such as Snail’s Home Run contain a man-
ageable amount of text for beginning readers but do not rely on a predictable
pattern.

Contextual Support. At the beginning stages, books in which identification
of key words is supported by clear illustrations can be useful. Children can
use their knowledge of the world around them to identify key words in the
text. On this dimension, books move from familiar objects and actions to
more unusual and less concrete vocabulary. There are two dimensions to
contextual support: the familiarity of concepts and the match between illus-
trations and text.

The first relates to concept familiarity. In Sie Go By, the objects are
common—balloons and hats. The event that is occurring in the book is
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also quite familiar to young children. “Surprise!” on the last page refers
to a birthday party for a child. In contrast to the familiar objects and the
relatively familiar occasion of a birthday party, children may enjoy Zin!
Zin! Zin! A Violin, a recent Caldecott Honor book. Most children, even
those who daily hear music on the radio and see bands on television, will
not be acquainted with the different instruments that are presented in this
book as a symphony orchestra is assembled. A considerable amount of
explaining will be required on the part of the teacher about the instruments
in a symphony orchestra. Even an extended discussion may not be suffi-
cient for children to remember the various instruments, no matter how
accurately the instruments are represented in the accompanying pictures
or photos.

A second manner in which books can provide children with contextual
support comes from the pictures. Pictures are particularly useful at the ear-
liest stages of reading. In Six Go By, the words that are not repeated in
sentence after sentence, such as balloons and hats, are clearly pictured.
Even when illustrations elicit different labels from children such as “caps”
for “hats,” children have made a hypothesis about a word that fits the con-
text. These hypotheses can then be matched by examining more closely the
letter-sound correspondence of the hypothesized word and the written word.
Opportunities such as these encourage children to integrate their word rec-
ognition strategies, a process that Clay (1985) has described as cross-
checking,

The familiarity of content interacts with the usefulness of the illus-
trations. While young children typically are interested in animals and
know the names of many animals, animals such as a wren and a cony
(a rabbit, typically European) in a popular predictable book entitled Who Is
Tapping at My Window? (Deming, 1988) may be unknown to many chil-
dren. In cases where the concepts are unfamiliar, children’s reading has to
be halted while the teacher discusses the meaning of the concepts. While
discussions are central to the emergent literacy curriculum, teachers
should be aware of the difficulty that children will have in applying cross-
checking strategies in cases such as these. Another important point to re-
member when studying the contextual supports in books for beginning
readers is that this strategy usually supports the reading of nouns. While
some verbs can be understood from pictures, clear and colorful illustrations
will not assist children in reading most high-function words such as “of”
and “is.”

Word Density. Children at the very earliest stages of reading can be stymied
in their willingness to attempt the reading of a book because of the length of
a book or their perceptions of the presence of “too many words” (Hiebert
et al., 1995). As children begin to interact with books, however, the critical
feature is the ratio of distinct or different words to the total number of words
in a book. Every time beginning readers encounter a different word in a book,
they need to draw on their emerging repertoire of word recognition strategies.
If there are many different words in a book, children are likely to struggle.
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The example Six Go By contains 10 distinct words: six, go, by, balloons,
hats, boxes, clowns, candles, we, surprise. The total number of words in the
entire text is 27. Thus the ratio of distinct words (10) to all words (27) is
1:2.7, or, for easier reference, rounded to 1:3. Teachers’ awareness that chil-
dren will encounter about 10 different words makes it possible to consider
how they might use the book and the amount and kind of support their
students might need (e.g., Can students read this independently at the begin-
ning of the year?). The support that readers get from the predictability of the
text and the contextual support of the topic and illustrations will influence
teachers’ selections. This simple ratio, however, is telling when we consider
that the ratio of distinct to all words in beginning reading textbooks changed
from 1:7 in Tiny to 1:2 in If I Had «a Pig. When the total number of words is
held constant, the latter book will be much more challenging to beginning
readers than the former. We emphasize once again that this element cannot
be viewed alone. For example, texts such as Tiny failed to support children
in using the contextual supports of text. The point, simply, is that teachers
need to select books according to their aims of instruction and the needs and
strengths of their students.

Children’s success with an entire text is a function of the number of
words they find to be unique and their need to draw on word recognition
strategies. When the load of new words is dense in a text, beginning readers’
entire success may depend on their ability to use contextual supports or text
predictability. Since independent reading is a goal of the primary grades,
eventually the scaffolds of contextual support and predictable texts are with-
drawn. Thus, even at the early stages, books should provide opportunities for
children to apply and use word recognition strategies that are required when
illustrations are abstract and text structures follow those of narrative and
expository texts. The word-level skills required for beginning readers to suc-
cessfully read a book can be understood by establishing the decodability and
commonality of the distinct words.

Decodability of Distinct Words. When at least some of the distinct words
in a book contain common word patterns or rimes, children have the oppor-
tunity to apply their emerging knowledge of letter-sound correspondences.
The choice of the phrase “at least some” in the preceding sentence is impor-
tant. Selecting books that have some distinct words with common rimes is
quite different from selecting books where words have almost perfect letter-
sound associations such as The Bad Fan. When books contain only words
with a prescribed set of patterns—as does The Bad Fan—children are nei-
ther generalizing their knowledge of word patterns nor developing a toler-
ance for the variability of written English. However, consistency in the
patterns of some of the words in the books that children read initially can be
helpful. Because facility with vowel-consonant rimes characterizes those
children who move into the “rapid word recognition stage” (Martin, 1997),
books that have a reasonable number of words with vowel-consonant rimes
should be part of early reading instruction.
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A critical question is, “What is a reasonable number of words with such
patterns in a book?” Answers to this question, as with other aspects of
literature-based reading materials, will continue to be developed as teachers
and researchers observe children’s learning with these materials. At the pres-
ent time, our information is based on the characteristics of books that have
been used successfully with children at the earliest stages of reading. A very
popular book at the very beginning stages of reading instruction, Cat on the
Mat, has three of eight distinct words that fit this pattern: cat, mat, dog. In
Six Go By, three of the 10 distinct words have vowel-consonant rimes: six,
boxes, hats.

In Table 5.4, general guidelines for decodability of distinct words are
given for teachers in conducting an “eyeball” analysis of books for beginning
readers. As can be seen here, more than one word of every five distinct words
has a vowel-consonant rime. When the number is around three out of every
five distinct words, the text often represents an attempt to play with a partic-
ular pattern. In cases such as these, decisions need to be made as to whether
the presence of these word patterns does generate playfulness with language
in the sense that Dr. Seuss modeled or whether the text has become didactic
in the mode of The Bad Fan.

Frequency of Distinct Words. Because of their abstractness and ambiguity,
learning to automatically recognize high-frequency words presents a chal-
lenge to beginning readers. Concentrating only on high-frequency words to
the exclusion of interesting, highly meaningful words is inappropriate, as was
apparent in the text based on this single criterion—Tiny. At the same time,
disregarding these words makes it difficult for beginning readers to gain flu-
ency with a core group of words. How should these words figure into the
selection of books for beginning readers?

By definition, high-frequency words occur often in texts, including those
for beginning readers. For example, all but one of the five words in the title
of If I Had a Pig—if, 1, had, a—are high-frequency words. Two of the ten
distinct words in Sisc Go By—Dby, we—appear on the list of 50 most frequent
words (Table 3.4). Three of the five words in the title of Cat on the Mat are
among the most frequent words. These illustrations show that specially writ-
ten texts (e.g., Tiny) are not necessary to expose children to high-frequency
words. Highly frequent words can be expected to occur often in beginning
readers’ books. In Table 5.4, we detail guidelines that teachers might use in
emphasizing a particular group of high-frequency words in their book selec-
tion. When we examined a group of books that had been proposed for begin-
ning readers, we found that about one of every five distinct words in these
books appeared in the list of 50 most frequent words.

Once a teacher identifies a group of high-frequency words to emphasize,
those words become the focus during conversations about the words in books
and during instructional activities. For example, following several rcadings
of a book, children can write its high-frequency words on individual slips of
paper, then match those with the words in the book. Teachers’ choices as to
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which and how many high-frequency words to highlight, their consistency
in emphasizing these words, and their provision of follow-up writing activi-
ties with the words will influence strongly children’s automaticity with high-
frequency words. When teachers highlight high-frequency words consistently,
the texts that children read do not have to overexaggerate high-frequency
words, as occurs in books such as Tiny.

Features of Current Text Selections for Beginning Readers

To illustrate how teachers might apply these criteria, we selected a sample of
books that are used currently in many classrooms in the United States for
beginning reading instruction. We have come a long way from books relating
the ongoing saga of Dick, Jane, their pets, and their friends, told in stilted
and ambiguous language. Two types of books are now used in beginning
reading programs: “little books” and trade books.

Little Books. The phrase “little books” has come to refer to books that have
been published for beginning readers. Unlike earlier texts based simply on
high-frequency or phonetically regular words, these books have been mod-
eled after books of literary quality and engagement such as Brown Bear,
Brown Bear, What Do You See? The label “little books” comes from the
descriptions that beginning readers themselves have given the books—these
books usually are small in size (less than the standard size of literature an-
thologies and most trade books) and short in length, usually 8 or 16 pages
rather than the 28 or more of a trade book. The concept stems from the
1970s, when outstanding writers such as Else Minarik and Arnold Lobel
wrote books that became classics—Little Bear (1957) and Frog and Toad
(1976), initially written as part of commercial reading programs for parents
rather than schools. Dr. Seuss got in the act as well with Hop on Pop and
Green Eggs and Ham. These books used the high-frequency vocabularies
that were popular in school textbooks at the time. Similar series of little
books, many with predictable text structures, have been published recently.
These little books are presented in “leveled” programs with books grouped
in terms of progressive stages of difficulty. Because American publishers be-
gan producing little book programs only in the last few years, we have ana-
lyzed exemplars from each of five levels of an Australian beginning reading
program: Jack-in-the-Box (Butler, 1989), We Make Music (Connery, 1989),
The Grump (Pascoe, 1989), Dad Didn’t Mind (Naden, 1989), and Morning
Star (Johnson, 1990). A summary of the features of these five books appears
in Table 5.6.

Trade Books. The term “trade books” refers to books chosen from the li-
brary books that were described in our earlier section, “Texts That Teachers
Read to Children.” There are three ways trade books are chosen for begin-
ning reading instruction: (a) teachers select their own books, (b) teachers
select books according to a published list of exemplars or suggestions, and



TABLE 5.6

Summary of Text Accessibility Features of Beginning Reading Materials

Predictability Contextual Word Density Decodability High-
Support of Words Frequency
Book Level Size Proportion | Familiarity Usefulness of | Distinct | Ratio: Words
of of Text of Concepts Ilustrations Words | Distinct
Unit to All

Little Books
Jack-in-the-Box 1 small high very familiar | very useful 10 1:4 very high very high
We Make Music 2 small very high very familiar | useful 12 1:4 very high high
The Grump 3 small low somewhat not useful 38 1:2 very high high
Dad Didn’t Mind 4 sizable | high familiar useful 74 1:2 average average
Morning Star 5 large moderate not familiar not useful 170 1:2 low average
Trade Books: Reading Recovery Exemplars?
Cat on the Mat 1 small very high very familiar | very useful 10 1:4 very high very high
Chick & Duckling 2 sizable | very high familiar somewhat 29 1:4 average average
Across the Stream 3 none none somewhat somewhat 43 1:2 high very high
Cake . .. Mack Ate 4 large very high somewhat somewhat 29 1:7 high average
Very. .. Caterpillar 5 none none familiar somewhat 115 1:2 low low
Trade Books: Textbook Program
Monster & Baby 1 small moderate familiar useful 24 1:3 average high
Hawve . .. Crocodile? 2 large very high somewhat very useful 22 1.7 low moderate
IfI Had a Pig 3 small moderate familiar useful 55 1:2 average high
Klippity Klop 4 sizable | high not familiar not useful 57 1:2 low moderate
Jimmy Lee Did It 5 none none somewhat not useful 168 1:2 low low

These five stages involve the clustering of levels, as proposed by Peterson (1991).
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(¢) publishers select trade books. When teachers create their beginning read-
ing program, they usually combine both little books and trade books, and
combine their own favorite trade books with ones chosen by a publisher.
Recently, some American publishers have begun presenting programs that
combine little books and trade books.

Because teachers’ trade book selections come from resources such as
lists of recommended books, we illustrate the characteristics of trade books
with one of the only available lists that designates text difficulty for beginning
readers—the Reading Recovery (RR) list (Peterson, 1991). The RR program
has delineated 20 levels at Grade 1, clustered into five stages of four levels.
To illustrate each of the RR levels, Peterson (1991) used familiar trade books.
Using easily available and well-known books, rather than less familiar and
less available little books, to illustrate levels of difficulty creates a model that
teachers can apply to other available books. We selected one book from the
middle of each of the five stages, which led to the following selections: Cat
on the Mat (Wildsmith, 1982), Chick and Duckling (Suteyev, 1972), Across
the Stream (Ginsburg, 1982), The Cake That Mack Ate (Robart, 1986), and
The Very Hungry Caterpillar (Carle, 1983). The characteristics of these
books are also summarized in Table 5.6.

As we described in the section on using a single criterion for texts, the
publishers of basal reading programs have moved from high-frequency words
to literary quality of text as the basis for beginning reading materials. But,
while the books now contain stories of high literary quality, the structure from
the earlier basal readers has been retained: (a) three shorter books (formerly
the preprimers) and (b) two longer books (formerly the primer and the first-
grade reader). Because each of the five books is a compilation of trade books,
these core books are often referred to as an anthology. The stories in each
book are divided into two themes, creating a total of ten themes. Within each
theme, there are approximately three full pieces of literature and several
short pieces, such as poems. Other materials are provided such as additional
trade books but, typically, these are not included in the “basic” program that
districts or states purchase. For our analysis of text accessibility, we chose
examples from the first basal textbook program to consist entirely of trade
book selections. The five titles that follow represent the middle trade book
from each of the five first-grade anthologies: Monster and the Baby (Mueller,
1985), Have You Seen the Crocodile? (West, 1986), If I Had a Pig (Inkpen,
1988), Klippity Klop (Emberley, 1974), and Jimmy Lee Did It (Cummings,
1985). Again, the features of these books are summarized in Table 5.6.

Features of Books. We have presented the summary in Table 5.6 to illus-
trate how teachers can determine the accessibility of specific books for in-
struction of and independent reading by particular students. We need to
emphasize that the sets of materials should not be evaluated as “right” or
“wrong” in their characteristics.

First, we as educators know all too little about the interaction between
text features and beginning reading development. The use of multiple criteria
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in selecting books that support or enhance particular strategies of beginning
readers is too recent to provide a definitive sequence. For example, many
questions remain about the role of predictability in children’s reading (John-
son, 1995). How quickly should the scaffold provided by a small unit of
predictable text be removed? As the patterns in Table 5.6 show, this question
is answered differently in each of the three programs. The little book pro-
gram provides children with highly predictable text through level 4 when the
size of the predictable text increases. The text remains fairly predictable,
however, through the fifth level. In the Reading Recovery exemplars, the
predictability of text moves from highly predictable in stage 1 to none in
stage 3 but then moves back to predictable text in stage 4. Still another
pattern is evident in the textbook program of trade books. In this program,
none of the texts is highly predictable in the sense of a small number of
words accounting for a high portion of the text. Patterns such as these, when
manifest across the books of a program, mean different learning opportuni-
ties for children.

A second reason that the summary on Table 5.6 should be used for illus-
trative rather than evaluative purposes relates to the number of examples.
The summary in Table 5.6 accounts for only a small portion of the books in
any of the three sets of materials. If we had picked different books to repre-
sent a level from any program, different characteristics might have surfaced.
For example, some books at the very earliest stages would be expected to
have highly predictable patterns; others might have a handful of words that
allow children to apply their strategies related to high-frequency and highly
decodable words. Thus, text may not be uniform at the same point in time
within a program because of the different instructional goals that are appro-
priate at the same point in a child’s reading acquisition.

Text accessibility is a complex construct, requiring teachers to be clear
about their instructional goals. What we have done in this chapter is to pro-
vide a means for teachers to “eyeball” features that are known to influence
the accessibility of a text for children who are at the initial stages of move-
ment to conventional reading. With a view of the characteristics of particular
texts, teachers can choose books that support the strategies of particular
readers. They also can make wise decisions about which books to use in
introducing beginning readers to new strategies.

To illustrate how teachers might use information of the type presented
in Table 5.6, we will examine the first texts of each set of materials—Jack-
in-the-Box, Cat on the Mat, and Monster and the Baby—in relation to spe-
cific children. What choices might Pam Chrisman (a pseudonym for one of
the teachers in the Right Start project) make about these books in relation
to the students whose reading efforts at the beginning of grade one were
presented in Vignette 3.2? You'll remember that Ben refused to attempt the
text. Brenda labeled the illustrations in the book. Adam told a story based on
the illustrations. Wesley was able to identify several high-frequency words
consistently—you, in, and a. A fifth child, Kyle, was able to read convention-
ally a short predictable text similar to We Make Music.
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Jack-in-the-Box and Cat on the Mat present fairly similar supports and
require similar strategies for beginning readers to read these books meaning-
fully. A small set of mostly high-frequency words or easily decodable and
picturable words—in, the, box, is, a in Jack-in-the-Box; the, cat, sat, on,
mat in Cat on the Mat—account for a large part of the texts. The concepts
are familiar and the illustrations are highly useful in assisting children in
fisuring out unknown words. For Ben, Brenda, and Adam, the presence of a
handful of similar words on different pages in these books would support
them in tracking print to correspond with the oral reading of the teacher or
peers and in understanding the usefulness of the topic and illustrations in
fisuring out words. For Wesley, these books would be good ones to use for
guided reading where he attempts to use his knowledge of a handful of high-
frequency words with the supports provided by the illustrations and the
topic. Cat on the Mat would also be an excellent book to encourage Wesley’s
application of emerging decoding strategies with common vowel-consonant
rimes such as “at.” For Kyle, these two books would be good for independent
reading.

Monster and the Baby presents more challenges and fewer supports for
this group of beginning readers than either of the stage one books for the
little books or Reading Recovery materials. Monster and the Baby contains
more than twice the number of distinct words than either Jack-in-the-Box
or Cat on the Mat. Its predictable unit accounts for only a modest amount of
the text and the illustrations are not highly useful in figuring out many of the
distinct words. Further, children’s emerging decoding strategies could be ap-
plied to only a handful of the distinct words, and knowledge of core high-
frequency words, as Wesley has, would be useful with only some of the
distinct words.

In thinking about how to use Monster and the Baby with the range of
readers represented in the group in Vignette 3.2, a teacher such as Pam
Chrisman would likely find this trade book useful for instruction of students
like Kyle who have sufficient independent word identification strategies to
deal with more complex text. For Wesley who can recognize a handful of
high-frequency words, Monster and the Baby is probably too demanding to
use as a book for trying out decoding strategies (which will work only in-
termittently because of the small number of words with common vowel-
consonant patterns) or for using contextual supports to figure out new words
(which will work only intermittently because the illustrations do not provide
clues for many distinct words). For Ben, Brenda, and Adam, during the first
part of the school year at least, this book would be appropriate as a read-
aloud but would be challenging as a source of support for tracking print and
using contextual supports. Because the text is not highly predictable, its use
for establishing one-to-one correspondence between oral and written lan-
guage would be limited. As Ben, Brenda, Adam, and Wesley acquire fluency
with more vowel-consonant rimes and more high-frequency words, Monster
and the Baby may be an appropriate book for instruction and follow-up in-
dependent reading.
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These applications of the text accessibility features make one thing
clear: Teachers need to consider the features of texts in relation to the exist-
ing strategies and the instructional needs of their students. The features of
books currently presented for children at the very earliest stages of reading
are sufficiently different to lead teachers to be cautious about claims of se-
quences that work for all students. When teachers are aware of the supports
and challenges that particular books provide for particular students, stu-
dents’ existing strategies can be applied and new strategies can be guided. At
no time in history have there been as many exciting books for beginning
readers. Combined with young children’s eagerness to learn to read and their
interest in the world around them, the myriad of engaging books makes the
task of book selection a rewarding one for teachers and children.

The Forgotten Criterion: Number of Books. As we have seen in this chap-
ter, educators have focused for years on establishing guidelines for the selec-
tion of beginning reading materials. However, despite the importance of this
debate, it has resulted in ignoring a critically important factor in children’s
overall literacy development—the number of books with which children
need to interact. Researchers have documented the importance of children’s
extensive early exposure to a wide range of books (e.g., Wells, 1986). Some
children have heard hundreds of books read aloud by their parents and pre-
school teachers before they attempt to read themselves (Adams, 1990). Oth-
ers have heard only a fraction. Yet, most beginning reading programs have
elected to concentrate on a small set of stories. Even with the change to high
literary quality as the criterion, the perspective on the number of stories has
remained the same. The trade books in Table 5.6 listed for the textbook
program are five of the approximately 30 stories in the program. Tradition-
ally, these 30 selections provide a different story for each of the approxi-
mately 30-32 weeks that make up a school year. Ilaving one story per week
harkens back to the behaviorist perspective when stories were ordered and
children were expected to learn the words in these stories in sequence.

Beginning reading programs with such a limited number of books may
be appropriate when students have interacted with many books at home and
continue to do so. But for those children whose experiences with books occur
primarily in schools, the assumption that exposure to a small set of books
will be sufficient to develop the necessary strategies for independent reading
expldins at least some of their struggle to learn to read. Answers to the ques-
tion “Ilow many books should there be in a beginning reading program?”
should vary by classrooms and children. While a single answer is not possi-
ble, several guidelines can be followed.

First, an emergent literacy classroom should be filled with books that
cover a range of features to support the range of reading strategies that can
be expected in any classroom. Books should pertain to many different topics
and genres—books about whales, rocks, and lightning, classics that have
been part of read-alouds, such as Madeline, and books of poems and plays.
These books should be available to serve various functions in children’s
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school lives. There are books that children read during free periods. There
are books that they use as references in gathering information about a topic
or question. There are also books that are aimed at supporting children’s
acquisition of necessary word recognition strategies.

Second, in choosing the books to support literacy acquisition, the prin-
ciples that began this chapter should be kept in mind. In particular, children
learn through multiple interactions and over an extended period of time.

Third, these books need to assist children in applying the central and
necessary reading strategies in progressively more challenging ways. We do
not mean that books should be used in a “lock-step” fashion restricting chil-
dren from interacting with new books until they have acquired particular
knowledge or strategies. They should not be expected to recycle through the
same books until they “get it right.” Yet, books should become progressively
more difficult and, at any given level of difficulty, children should have access
to multiple titles.

Fourth, the number of books that are part of instructional interactions
should be extensive. In the early intervention program in which Hiebert
participated (Hiebert et al., 1992), children are involved with at least one
different little book a day as part of the small-group instruction. They also
take a little book of their choice home every evening. On vacations, this
number increases to match the number of days that children are not in
school. In addition, children read teacher-selected trade books and choose
trade books for free reading in their classrooms. As a result of these many
interactions with many different books, the percentages of children who are
learning to read in these schools have increased. Opportunities to interact
with a hundred or more little books at school and at home have been the
primary change in these classrooms.

We caution, however, that a rule such as “one book a day” could create
havoc if applied to every child in an emergent literacy program. There will
be some children reading chapter books of lengths that would be expected to
take several days to read. Problems also can arise when such a guideline is
extended across an elementary school. Little books serve particular func-
tions for young children. As children grow older, little books should be re-
placed with other types of text, such as magazine articles that support
interests that represent children’s developmental levels (Davinroy & Hiebert,
1994).

Summary

The role of text in young children’s reading acquisition is grounded in the
three principles of literacy learning within the emergent literacy perspective.
As we saw in Chapter 4, the talk that surrounds the reading of text extends
children’s oral language and provides the source for children’s interpreta-
tions of the meanings and forms of texts. The stories, information, and
rhymes of texts communicate meaning for and generate interest in children.
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The need for this meaningful use to occur across multiple contexts directs
attention to two Kinds of texts: those that teachers read to children and those
that children read on their own.

Whatever the age of students, teachers read aloud literature to broaden
their students’ interactions with topics, genres, and authors. To further these
goals, two dimensions of the content of trade books direct teachers’ choices
of books: themes and the cultural values. Trade book themes can be consid-
ered in relation to children’s developmental interests, community goals, and
interdisciplinary units. Cultural values relate to the implicit and explicit val-
ues in a piece of literature and the need for selections to recognize and
represent the diversity of cultures in our society. The plethora of literature
available today makes it critical that teachers have access to sources of in-
formation about the books, including lists of award winners and the recom-
mendations of fellow professionals.

Selecting books so beginning readers can experience success while si-
multaneously developing strategies that lead to independent reading is a task
that has challenged educators for generations. In the past, beginning read-
ing programs were known by their allegiance to a single criterion: high-
frequency words or phonetically regular words or high literary quality.
Today, the literacy field recognizes the importance of children’s early expo-
sure to literature selected on the basis of multiple criteria. Five criteria in-
fluence the ability of young readers to access a text: (1) predictability,
(2) contextual support, (3) word density, (4) proportion of decodable words,
and (5) proportion of core high-frequency words.

When we look for these features in books currently offered as programs
for beginning readers in the form of little books, lists of exemplary trade
books, or published anthologies of trade books, we find that books vary con-
siderably in inclusion and progression of these features. A “perfect” sequence
of trade books or little books cannot be expected; rather, books need to be
selected in relation to the existing strategies of particular readers and the
strategies that are the focus of instruction. In this process of book selection,
teachers should not forget a critical, but often overlooked, aspect of book
selection—children’s need to interact with hundreds of books in the process
of becoming literate.

This section on instruction began with a discussion of how oral language
patterns of classrooms provide the means whereby children make meaning
of the content and the forms of text. In this chapter, we have examined
another ingredient in the foundation of proficient reading and writing—the
selection of texts that are read to children and the texts that children read
themselves. In the next chapter, a third element of the foundation of reading
and writing is presented—the texts that children write.
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chapter 6

Texts Children Write

VIGNETTE 6.1:

Children in a first-grade literacy program write in their personal journals
several times a week. On one particular day, here are the entries from a
group of three children:

mi fame is go int to dise lan and go ind to watrlan [My family is going to
Disneyland and going to Waterland. ]

I LiK t Pie wi Tls. [I like to play with space toys.|

I got naa Kls. |I got new clothes. ]

(Hiebert et al., 1991)

VIGNETTIE 6.2:

In an urban primary school where writing was central to the literacy curric-
ulum, Eugenie wrote many compositions that drew on interactions with
peers, her own experiences, and stories that had been read. She composed
the following after repeated class readings of books such as Dr. Seuss’s
(1957) The Cat in the Hat:

The cat sat on the hat.
Cat, don’t sit on the hat!

(Dyson, 1993, p. 168)

VIGNETTE 6.3

Tess is part of an emergent literacy program in special education class-
rooms where thematic units provide a means of integrating language arts.
In the theme on animals, Tess chose to write about dogs, a topic on which
she is an expert because she has a dog. Her report for the classroom news-
paper on caring for dogs follows:

If you have a dog you must feed it tree time a day. because it could be
hungry. then you must take it out side to wake it. if your dog get sick you
must take it to the vetrinarian. and let the doctor gave his some medicine
to maek sure he is good as new. then you can take his home that day. dog
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like to ran. you should be nice to your dog because if your not nice to your
dog he might bit you. some kids go by dog that bit. you should be careful.
—Tess

(Englert, Raphael, & Mariage, 1994, p. 55)

Children’s messages arise from diverse and plentiful sources. The “stuff”
of children’s lives—new clothes, favorite toys, trips to the mountains, amuse-
ment parks, and grandparents’ homes—looms large in their writing. As the
messages in Vignette 6.1 show, young children write eagerly when they have
occasions to share their personal narratives.

Stories from children’s lives as well as those from classroom read-aloud
events and children’s own reading become the source for another type of
writing—writing stories and predictable texts as illustrated by Eugenie’s in
Vignette 6.2. Further, these interests and experiences can be the source for
a third form of writing—informational writing. Tess’s paragraph on the care
of dogs in Vignette 6.3 comes from her experiences as a dog owner. Conver-
sations in an emergent literacy classroom were needed, however, for Tess to
see herself as an expert. Tess also needed to learn how to organize what she
knew about caring for a dog. Like Eugenie with her rhyming text based on
The Cat in the Hat, Tess’s informational paragraph was the result of numer-
ous occasions for writing and conversations about writing.

The content of narrative and informational texts written by children
draws heavily on their personal experiences. However, the texts children
generate use genres similar to the texts they read and hear—stories, rhymes,
and informational texts. Creating such texts depends on participation in
classrooms where occasions for writing are a frequent and valued part of
each school day. An emergent literacy perspective recognizes early forms of
writing as legitimate and necessary expressions, and places writing at the
center of children’s school experiences. In this chapter we begin by examin-
ing the principles of an emergent literacy perspective as they relate to chil-
dren’s written productions. We then discuss children’s productions: first in
terms of narrative, then informational texts.

Written Texts within an Early Literacy Perspective

We can understand the nature of the texts that children write when we con-
sider the three principles of an emergent literacy perspective: Literacy learn-
ing occurs through meaningful use of reading and writing, literacy learning
is embedded within oral language, and literacy learning occurs in multiple
contexts with teachers and peers.

Literacy Learning Occurs through Meaningful Use
of Reading and Writing

Producing messages holds great interest for young children. To give an accu-
rate rendition of others’ messages, children need to have access to the code.
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But their own messages can be communicated with the very beginnings of
their literacy skills. In Vignette 6.1, the word “clothes” can be understood by
most adults from the spelling “KLS,” at least within the particular context.
Examples such as this one illustrate how successful young children can be
engaging in a variety of functions in writing even before they have mastered
the forms of writing.

When we described, in Chapter 2, the functions of written language (see
Table 2.1), we noted that most of the functions can be served more readily
for young children through their written productions than through reading.
In emergent literacy classrooms, children can use writing to accomplish lan-
guage’s instrumental function, meeting specific needs within the classroom
such as signing up for lunch or taking milk count for the day. They can
“regulate” classroom behaviors by creating signs such as the “Only Three in
the Loft” rule that a group of kindergartners enforced (Taylor, Blum, & Logs-
don, 1986). There are many literacy acts that allow children to be active
participants in their classrooms: writing notes to classmates via a classroom
postal center (Greene, 1985) (the interactional function), sharing important
thoughts in a journal (the personal function), recording the weather from
day to day (heuristic function), pretending to be a character in a story at the
time when dinosaurs roamed the earth (imaginative function), and convey-
ing to others the daily care of a dog (informative function).

At its core, writing in the emergent literacy classroom can be authentic
and meaningful for children because so many of the topics on which they
write come from personal experiences. The focus on meaningfulness also
means that the genres to which children are introduced in lessons and read-
aloud events give them vehicles for expressing the range of their experiences.
As seen in Vignette 6.3, Tess created an informational text using an expla-
nation structure. Without the occasion and encouragement for sharing infor-
mation on which Tess was an expert—the care of dogs—she might not have
begun to write informational pieces of this type.

Literacy Learning Is Embedded in Oral Language

As with other aspects of literacy, children construct their understandings of
the content and the forms of their messages through the talk that surrounds
shared writing events.

For many children, especially those whose experiences with writing have
been infrequent prior to school entry, the talk in the shared writing events
introduces them to the power and purposes of writing. They also learn that
their comments and information can be put into writing as teachers write
down their contributions to a shared class message or to a class book. In the
process of writing down children’s oral compositions, adults likely will trans-
late some of the oral message. As adults talk about these changes, children
learn that written language is not merely a transcript of speech. For example,
when teachers write down children’s messages on the blackboard or on chart
paper to start the school day, children learn that written language is typically
more precise and succinct than the oral language of most conversations.
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Children’s written compositions also need to be viewed as the product of
conversations that children have with their peers and their teacher. Consid-
erable talk surrounds young children’s writing efforts. Children’s comments
are sometimes not directed toward any one in particular, yet become the
source of conversation among nearby peers who are listening. According to
Dyson (1993), much of young children’s composition resides in the group’s
shared social construction. While writing is not the same as oral language, it
is inseparable from oral language and oral language is inseparable from the
context in which the writing occurs. We turn next to the manner in which
peers and adults serve different roles in children’s writing.

Literacy Learning Occurs in Multiple Contexts
with Teachers and Peers

Peers are particularly important as co-constructors of children’s messages.
When children write at centers or in clusters of desks, they engage in talk on
which peers comment. Numerous illustrations of these conversations and
the contributions that peers make to both the content and the execution of
a child’s message have appeared throughout this book. Chapter 4 included a
conversation between Lamar and James in which their talk considerably
embellished these two authors’ texts and illustrations. Dyson (1993), an ob-
server of that conversation and numerous others like it in an urban school’s
emergent literacy classrooms, has shown how the written texts are often pale
representations of the overall compositions that have been created through
children’s conversations as they write.

Dickinson (1986) also provided many examples of how children negoti-
ate the style and stances within their stories when they write together, as in
the following conversation (p. 375):

Melissa: Don’t write ‘our.” You know why?
Juanita: Why?

Melissa: Because this is a story.

Juanita: Oh.

While Melissa attempts to convince Juanita that the two of them are
writing a story about other characters, Juanita sticks to her idea that the text
is a personal narrative, about the two of them, as the following excerpt be-
tween the two children shows:

Melissa: I said ‘girls’ not ‘bears.’
Juanita: Are we writing about bears or girls?
Melissa: Girls! See? ‘Once upon a time two little girls’ I wrote.
Juanita: Well forget it. 'm writing about us then.
(op. cit., p. 375)

In essence, Juanita is taking the stance that if the story is about girls, it
can be, and is, about Melissa and herself. If the story is to be about other
characters, they would need to be more distant from themselves (e.g., bears).
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Together, the girls negotiate through conversation, not simply through writ-
ing, the shape of their story.

Just as teachers model reading through shared reading events (e.g., read-
ing enlarged books), teachers model writing processes and forms for children
through shared writing events. These shared events assume many forms.
Children may each contribute an episode to a whole-class predictable book
(Pinnell & McCarrier, 1994). A class may create a group story, with individual
children contributing particular portions of the composition. Regardless of
the shared writing contexts, a critical issue surrounding the role of adults in
children’s writing lies in the degree to which teachers serve as transcribers
of children’s compositions or as collaborators within the writing process.

In the 1970s and early 1980s, the language experience approach used
children’s talk “written down” as the text for beginning reading instruction.
Teachers served as scribes recording children’s oral compositions, modifying
them only when absolutely necessary (with debates around what counts as
an “absolutely necessary” condition). The point in language experience was
for teachers to record the students’ oral voices so that the children would be
familiar with the text of the written language and thus be able to use familiar
words to learn to read.

In shared writing events designed to develop students’ sense of author-
ship and to actively engage them in creating public texts, the role of teachers
is somewhat different, and more active. Teachers use the shared writing
events as occasions to model forms and functions of both stories and infor-
mational texts. On occasions when children’s writing goes to a broader com-
munity, adults or competent peers (such as older students) can interact with
children to clarify parts of messages that others may not be able to decipher
(e.g., adding words or labels to pictures, writing the conventional spellings
somewhere on the children’s pages). Adults are viewed as collaborators
rather than as the final judges and arbiters of children’s writing (Sulzby,
Teale, & Kamberelis, 1989). In such a role, teachers can encourage students
to create both narrative and expository texts, to share stories, and to convey
information. In the next sections, we describe the types of texts students
create within each of these two broad text categories.

Narrative Texts

In the 1970s, cognitive scientists studied the underlying structure of narra-
tive texts to determine features that defined individuals’ sense of story. In
one line of research, Stein and colleagues (e.g., Stein & Glenn, 1979; Stein &
Trabasso, 1982) asked readers of different ages to retell a range of stories.
From these retellings, they identified the components of simple stories as:
setting, initiating event, internal response, attempt, consequence, and reac-
tion. Components of stories are evident in young children’s oral productions
when asked by an interviewer to tell a story (Brown & Smiley, 1977). Even
for those children who have not heard many stories read aloud, their incli-
nation to tell stories is not surprising. Young children experience many
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“story-like” texts, including those on television, in cartoons, and in movies.
Children who have been immersed in movies such as Pocahontas and Babe
are familiar with storytelling.

While children’s oral compositions can be extensive, their written com-
positions at the same point in time are quite concise, while meaningful.
However, their oral language surrounding the composition tends to be exten-
sive, as illustrated by Lamar’s composition that we described in Chapter 4.
The source of these early messages is often children’s personal experience.
We examine three types of stories that appear in young children’s texts:
personal narratives, predictable texts, and true narratives. The examples of
these different types of stories come from first graders soon after they began
school in the fall. At the end of an interview, they were asked to write a story
(Hiebert et al., 1991). Those children who were reluctant to write were
prompted with suggestions, such as “Write about something you like to do.”

Personal Narratives

Just as reading stories gives children insight into the inner and social worlds
of other people, writing narratives allows children to share their inner and
social worlds with others, to reflect and explore aspects of these worlds for
themselves, and to construct new interpretations of their worlds. Drawing on
the work of Bakhtin (1990), Dyson (1993) describes composing by children
in an urban primary school, especially their stories, as a link to “composing
a place for oneself in the social world” (p. 229).

When narrative is viewed as a means for exploring and reflecting on the
complexities and vagaries of life, it should not be surprising to find that
children begin with stories about themselves. New babies in the immediate
or extended family, trips to stores or to see grandparents across town—the
characters, settings, and events of children’s lives become the content of
their first narratives or personal narratives. Regular occasions for writing
personal narratives in journals have become popular in many classrooms
but, even without the incentive of journals, many of young children’s com-
positions will be personal narratives. When asked to write a story, the major-
ity of first graders wrote compositions of the personal narrative genre:

I like to play with Matt and we dig Tongos and we hadf fun dig Tongos.
[Tlike to play with Matt and we dig tunnels and we have fun digging tunnels.]

thes is a trou storey

wen [ Was Playing BasBall

I het a homrun.

[This is a true story. When I was playing baseball I hit a home run!]

I am gate decs I mack Pee PL fil. DeT R wen Thae r Fing dad.
[I am great because [ make people feel better when they are feeling bad. ]

These three personal narratives illustrate Dyson’s (1993) thesis that chil-
dren use composing as a means of establishing or reflecting on their place in
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their social worlds. While children do not include all of the elements that
characterize stories in these personal narratives, they are composing to ex-
press important events (e.g., hitting a home run) and to identify special
attributes that they value, such as making people feel better. They also are
describing times that they view positively, such as getting new clothes or
digging tunnels with one’s best friend.

As children get older, obstacles in a personal situation and their actions
in relation to these obstacles are described increasingly in personal narra-
tives, or the events are thinly disguised as the problems of fictional story
characters. In contrast, young children’s personal narratives cut to the chase
by focusing on the successful outcome or the source of their happiness and
rarely state the dilemmas or the events that lead to the resolution.

In classrooms where children were free to choose their topics for writing
and teachers believed that they should not impose on children’s choices, the
compositions in children’s portfolios were almost entirely personal narratives
through second grade (Hagerty et al., 1989). Among the 20 titles in one child’s
writing portfolio for second grade, most included the word “I” or “my” with
his pets, trips, and favorite television shows and movies providing the content.

Predictable Texts

There is a strong link between the books read by and to young children and
the structures and content of their compositions (Bereiter & Scardamalia,
1984; Tierney & Shanahan, 1991). With the increasing prominence of pre-
dictable texts in beginning reading instruction, there are more predictable
texts in young children’s compositions (though personal narratives continue
to be the dominant genre when children do free writing). The following pre-
dictable text was among first graders’ fall responses to Hiebert et al.’s (1991)
request for them to “write a story”:

Ones ther was A Spider thet Cood not find its Mom then he Ment a lizerd and
Sed Are you my mom and He sed No then He Saw a Shad and it Ws mom
[Child’s reading of the text: Once there was a spider that could not find its
mom. Then he met a lizard and said, “Are you my mom?” And he said, “No.”
Then he saw a shadow and it was his mom. |

This child has condensed the form and made it his own but the influence of
P. D. Eastman’s (1960) Are You My Mother? is quite evident, as we might
expect if texts children listen to and those they read themselves influence
their writing.

Another type of text structure in young children’s books enumerates or
lists categories of an event (Meyer, 1975). This is illustrated in the text of Six
Go By (Dobeck, 1996), which is presented in its entirety in Chapter 5. Each
episode of the book pertains to another component of a birthday party—
balloons, hats, boxes, clowns, candles, and guests. Young writers can manage
the enumerative structure quite easily, possibly because they are exposed to
such lists from a very young age. They see adults writing a list before going
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to the grocery store. They may have created their own lists in anticipation of
Santa’s arrival. List-writing has been described as one of the first forms of
writing in which young children engage (Newkirk, 1989). An example of a
list without the structure of an evident story was provided by one of the first
graders in Hiebert et al.’s (1991) sample of compositions:

a fIRR

a ross

acar

a hssh

a tap dhanr

[a flower, a rose, a car, a house, a tap dancer].

Like the initial words that they speak and the words that they initially
recognize in writing, a list of important or interesting words dispenses with
the need for high-frequency words. A kindergartner created the following list
of items she wished to take on her vacation (Durkin, 1993, p. 78):

gams

crds

crlring Books
Books

PaPer

crans

Pens

Traks

Dolls

PaPer Dolls
[games, cards, coloring books, books, paper, crayons, pens, trucks, dolls,
paper dolls].

Teachers can encourage children to write lists as a means for organizing
predictable books, to begin to frame informational writing, and to assist them
in creating narratives. For example, in some predictable books, one segment
or page of a text tells a complete story. When a class creates a book with such
a text structure, each child’s contribution can be self-contained, allowing indi-
vidual children to experience the pleasure of creating a “story.” One predict-
able book that has such a form is Mercer Mayer’s (1975) Just for You. Each
page communicates a good intention that the narrator had “just for you,”
followed by the catastrophe that made it impossible to do the good deed. One
episode is: “I wanted to mow the lawn just for you, but I was too little.”
(Mayer, 1975, p. 5). In a first-grade class where each child contributed a “just
for you” episode to a class book, the following two contributions illustrate chil-
dren’s ability to use the predictable pattern to create a self-contained episode:

This morning I wanted to put away the flowers just for you but the cat tipped
over the vase and I got all wet.

I wanted to buy a collar for the cat just for you but the collar was too much
money.
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Martinez, Cheyney, McBroom, Hemmeter, and Teale (1989) describe a
similar activity in a kindergarten class that was part of the Kindergarten
Emergent Literacy Project (KELP). After hearing the book It Looked Like
Spilt Milk (Shaw, 1947), each child contributed to a book for Halloween en-
titled It Looked Like a Skeleton, following the pattern, “It looked like _____/
But it wasn’t .” The objects children identified included witches, jack-
o-lanterns, trick or treaters, and so on, with the whole class collaborating on
the last sentence: “It was just a cloud in the sky on Halloween” (p. 109).

When children have had many opportunities to participate in writing
group books and to hear and read many predictable books, it is not surprising
to find an entry such as the following one in a child’s journal (Iiebert et al.,
1991):

I have a cat it go to bed
I have a dog it go to bed
[ have a sno man it melt

“Drue” Narratives

We distinguish “true” narratives from personal narratives students write to
highlight the concept of creating a story, not simply relating an event in their
own lives. Not surprisingly, children’s first narratives are similar to their
personal narratives, except that now someone other than themselves appears
as the central character. Or, when children cast themselves as central char-
acters, the events are imaginary ones. The structure of these early narratives
often uses the same descriptive form of personal narratives, as the following
examples from the sample of first graders (Hiebert et al., 1991) show:

Frade coGr ript sabades had of and thar was blad
[Freddy Krueger ripped somebody’s head off and there was blood. ]

faSn

nud da a Gia Kam to the Sate

He dnd the Soite is name Bkm KegKun

He ad a fnd is fud ne is Mad Kool out fa Mads

[Friends

One day a gorilla came to the States.

Ile destroyed the city. His name became King Kong.

Ile had a friend. His friend’s name was Mad Man. Look out for Mad Man. |

Us f w a vuree prit uunokon he uv The Quv uunokor no wn wnit

to hur RCB She uv SO Prit shE uv av Olld av The si

she sud I will roll flld foof

[Once there was a very pretty unicorn. She was the queen of unicorns. No one
wanted to hurt her because she was so pretty. She was as old as the sky. She
said I will rule this land forever.]

These compositions differ in the degree to which children elaborate on
particular elements but they are similar in the way they have problem sum-
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maries and resolutions but no problem or resolution development. While the
unicorn character is described more fully than either King Kong or Freddy
Kreuger, the problem in the story is not developed into a discernible course
of action. In the Freddy Kreuger story, an event that is presumably a
problem—the ripping off of somebody’s head—is stated and the conse-
quence of this event—much blood—is stated. However, the composition
remains a summary rather than a story.

While young children tend to summarize events rather than to create
problems and solutjons in their writing, most children can identify the criti-
cal components of stories. Even without scaffolding from their teachers,
many children can capture the essence of a story quite succinctly, as the
following examples from a first grader and a kindergartner, respectively,
show:

The alive Cabbage patch kid
I have a Cabbage ptch kid that came a live one day. one Firday night when I
was going to bed, my doll got my ball and rolled it to my bed. And made me

a cage.
[First Grader] (Hiebert et al., 1991)
TARWANSWASA LiTL GRLe There once was a little girl
AND She WOT IDAFREND and she wanted a friend.
OAN DAY A LiTL BOY KAME Bi  One day a little boy came by.
Hi IWOtA FRED Hi, I want a friend.
UALI WOTIDAFENDTO Well, I wanted a friend too.
UAL LESSBEFENDSOKY Well, let’s be friends, okay?

(Sulzby et al., 1989, p. 71)

Children benefit from lessons where their teachers guide their story de-
velopment. An excellent example of a teacher’s support in facilitating chil-
dren’s narratives can be seen in a videotape of Dawn Harris Martine’s
classroom in Harlem, New York (Martine, 1991). When Dawn studied chil-
dren’s stories, she noticed that many were missing critical elements of
stories— “the conflict in the story, the solution, the characters, and the set-
ting” (Martine, 1991, p. 21). She begins by reading to the children a trade
book that uses a true narrative structure, Darkness and the Butterfly (Grifal-
coni, 1987). Dawn then introduces children to story grammar terms, which
she has displayed on a wall chart. The class next writes a story together,
intentionally using the structure of Darkness and the Butterfly. The class
wrote the following story:

A long, long time ago a little girl named Rudee lived in a village in Africa. One
night she had a bad dream when she went to bed. She screamed and her
mother came and said, “What’s the matter®” and she said, “I keep having a
dream about a monster that keeps following me.” Mother said, “That’s just
your imagination because the trees are blowing so close to the house.” The
father didn’t believe her. He said, “You go to sleep so late that the Dream Man
gives all of the good dreams first, so only the bad dreams are left.” The mother
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said, “Rudee, maybe if you could go to sleep very early, maybe the Dream Man
would give you a good dream.” So Rudee started going to bed at 8 o’clock, and
Rudee started having good dreams, like her mother having a baby girl. And
she wished real hard and her wish came true. Her mother had a baby. They
named her Jody and they lived happily ever after.

Children used the content of Grifalconi’s tale but made it more contempo-
rary by placing a favorite television character from a sitcom at the center of
their story. Their choice of featuring a television character is common. As
children move to true narratives, teachers should not be surprised to find
that students’ story characters and dilemmas relate to television and movie
action heroes. Children are influenced not only by the books they hear and
read, but by the films and television programs that they frequently watch.

Informational Texts

Narratives are the dominant form of text that children hear during their
bedtime reading events (Heath, 1983), but, interestingly, much adult writing
that children observe is non-narrative. Because children’s writing is influ-
enced by what they hear and see, it is not surprising that many children
write messages that are informational in both content and structure, espe-
cially lists, letters, and signs. Newkirk (1989) analyzed primary-level chil-
dren’s writing portfolios over a school year and found that many of their
compositions were attempts to record or generate information. He saw lists,
such as enumerating the group members (e.g., “My Family”) or specific items
(e.g., “My Santa List”).

The importance of writing to share information with others goes beyond
young children’s familiarity with functional writing such as listing and label-
ing. Informational writing involves children in expressing their interest and
knowledge about the physical world. Children’s questions illustrate their fas-
cination with the world around them. What do butterflies do when it rains?
Why does the water in a lake have different colors? Children are equally
fascinated with the parts of the physical world that human beings have built,
such as skyscrapers, malls, cars, trucks, pianos, and banjos. They are con-
cerned about more devastating effects humans have had on nature, such as
polluted water and air.

The content of Vignette 6.3 illustrates the manner in which children’s
knowledge and interest form a primary source for informational writing. As
children become fluent with the structures and styles of informational writ-
ing, they extend their knowledge bases through observation, interviewing,
and reading books, magazines, and newspapers.

Informational Compositions Based on Personal Knowledge

Children communicate what they believe and feel through their personal
narratives. Similarly, personal informational writing is grounded in chil-
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dren’s own experiences and knowledge of the world. The difference lies in
the organization and perspective toward the topic. A personal narrative
about a dog can be found in Matthew’s composition:

I'like my dog because she is nice. And she is brown. And when we are done
lawn mowing the yard she rolls in the grass. (Hiebert et al., 1991)

Rather than telling a story about playing with a dog as Matthew does, Tess in
Vignette 6.3 uses an enumerative structure to describe elements of caring for
a dog. Tess’s description of the care that a pet owner should provide to a dog
differs in content and structure from Matthew’s personal narrative of playing
with his dog.

Narrative and informational writing are closely interwoven. For example,
to write the story about unicorns, the child described earlier in this chapter
drew on previous experiences with myths and fables to get that information.
Narrative is full of information and informational text often takes on narra-
tive style. Jamal, the child who was the advocate of “wind and heat” in the
science discussion that we cited in Chapter 4, integrates information that he
has gained from discussions in science class into a song that he created (from
Dyson, 1993, p. 146):

I love rockets and ships, too.

I love space

Do you, too?

I love space

because it’s fun

I love space cause you bounce around

It’s just like in Chucky Cheese

I just love to, bounce around,

Ban bah bah bah bah bah bounce around.

While we value and encourage children’s drawing upon information as they
create stories, poems, and songs, we also believe it is important to encourage
students to create informational text, to experience the act of writing to com-
municate information. “True” informational text, which we describe in the
next section, is distinct from stories but it exists in earlier forms in emergent
literacy classrooms. Personal informational writing can occur through: (a)
letters and notes, and (b) one or more paragraphs on a particular topic.

Letters and Notes. There are letters in children’s books such as The Jolly
Postman (Ahlberg, 1991), while other books deal with dilemmas associated
with writing and reading letters. But letter reading is not as prominent a
genre in reading as it is in children’s early writing. Three of the functions of
language in Halliday’s (1977) language functions presented in Table 2.1 are
best facilitated through letter writing—interactional language, of course, is
key: I want to tell you what I've been doing. What have you been doing?

“Dere mom I love you. You arre nise. Do you love me? I love my atier fanily.”
[Child’s rendition: Dear Mom, I love you. You are nice. Do you love me? I love
my entire family.]
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Two other functions can be better served by letter writing than by nar-
ratives, informational text, or rhymes: instrumental language (please come
to our class presentation) and heuristic language (I would like to know why
you liked Frog and Toad so much. Would I like to read it?).

The letter that Corey sent to Mrs. Vargas in Vignette 2.2 demonstrates
another function that writing can serve for children—making requests. In a
first-grade classroom where the teacher encouraged note writing, as Mrs.
Vargas did with her second graders, Shawn wrote his own note explaining his
late appearance in school one day:

I HR NOW THICS Foor MOM IN THE CLOCK WT OFF ON ROGTIMY WY I M
LAT

SIN SHAN

I [am] here now. [I had to do] things for mom. And the clock went off on the
wrong time. [That’s] why [ am late. Signed Shawn (Newkirk, 1989, p. 22)

As well as writing predictable books such as It Looked Like a Skeleton,
children in KELP classrooms (Martinez et al., 1989; Sulzby et al., 1989) had
many occasions for informational writing, especially invitations for events
such as storybook reading days, the Thanksgiving feast, and so on. Children
were responsible for producing their own invitation, even if at the scribble or
the drawing stages of writing. Teachers provided a copy of the individual’s
name to whom a child was sending the invitation. Children copied the name
and then produced the invitation using their current system of communica-
tion (i.e., scribbling, drawing, invented spelling, or some combination). Fi-
nally, children read their invitations to an adult who wrote down the message
if it was indecipherable, and the invitation was sent.

The heuristic function can also be served well by letter writing as has
become apparent in projects where children communicate the strengths and
weaknesses of books to one another (Hagerty et al., 1989):

Dear Brian,
I read the gingerbread man it’s a little different than what she told and my
favorite part is when the fox eats him. I think he was smart to trick the little
fast, fast gingerbread man. He looked good and I wish I was the fox.

Love, Bart

Dear Elane,
I han’t readed your book. And I'll tiry to get my book for you. I foud out that
ants eat houny [honey] from ants that spend thre life haging up side down.
Did you know that insexs have olus [eyes] on the sid of thry bude [their
bodies]? Flies wate ther food than suke [suck] it up.

Love, Marisa

The teachers in whose classrooms these letters were written modeled
letter writing. In Bart’s and Marisa’s classrooms, an exchange of letters be-
tween the classroom teacher and the district’s language arts specialist was
displayed on posters placed strategically around the classroom. These letters
provided models for the kind of information that can assist another reader in
choosing to read a book.
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One or More Paragraphs on a Topic. Often, children’s initial forays into
informational writing come in the middle grades when they are asked to
write “reports.” However, emergent literacy classrooms can provide a strong
basis for later informational report writing, through a range of age-appropriate
writing activities. These activities include: (a) writing brief informational
essays drawing on children’s already developing expertise (e.g., about taking
care of dogs, space travel, dinosaurs), (b) writing autobiographies, informa-
tional texts about their own lives, and (¢) writing reports based on interviews
or observations.

Tess’s article on caring for dogs illustrates the way in which children’s
personal knowledge was used as a source for informational writing in the
Early Literacy Project (ELP), a project that extended emergent literacy strat-
egies to special education settings (Englert et al., 1994). In these classrooms,
children came to see that their interests and their experiences could be the
source for their writing and that they could share their knowledge with peers
and family members. Children were described as “experts” on particular
topics. Tess was an expert in caring for a dog, information that became the
newspaper article in Vignette 6.3. Another child, David, had quite a distinc-
tion in that he owned a python. While David had been a hesitant and disin-
terested writer at the beginning of the school year, his involvement as a
writer changed quite markedly when he was encouraged to use his knowl-
edge of snakes as the source for his writing. The composition that follows
indicates that this stance of “expert,” based on one’s unique blend of interest
and prior experiences, resonated well with David:

I am expet at snaks. Snaks are different colors. A snank is very strong. and
Some has scales. Some snak are poison. Snaks are cold Blooded animals. There
are all sorts of Snaks. Some snak squeeze There prey and some snak infect
pisen. I have a snak my self. it is a python. his name is milio and he does not
Bit. Becuse he has no teth. he only has teth in the bake of his moth. and Python
squeeze ist prey to kill it. then it eats is Prey. (Englert et al., 1994, p. 26)

Englert et al.’s project is one of the few that we could locate where emer-
gent writers were encouraged to think of themselves as “experts” on topics
and to use this expert knowledge in writing informational text. The literature
is full of examples of where additional probing and modeling could lead to
elaboration of personal knowledge. Beardsley & Marecek-Zeman (1987) pro-
vide an illustration where a teacher encourages a reluctant writer, Aaron, to
write about a construction from large hollow blocks that he and his friends
had made on the playground. When the teacher showed Aaron a Polaroid of
the event, he wrote:

I BLT WND VADR ANDREW WES DRIVG WE GINT SPASP.
[We built the Wind Vader. Andrew was driving. We all built a giant space
ship.] (p.163)

This scenario is one where the teacher could have easily guided Aaron
to share his expertise about space travel and space vehicles. By asking
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questions about steps in constructing the vehicle and descriptions about
other space vehicles Aaron had built, the teacher could have encouraged
Aaron to see himself as an expert. Aaron’s reluctance to write may also have
lessened as he was exposed to other ways of writing.

A second form of informational writing that draws from children’s exper-
tise is autobiography. Children’s interest in their own experiences can be
used to encourage elaborated writing as they create their own autobiogra-
phies. In the following example from Durkin (1993), a kindergarten student
with an impressive command of letter-sound correspondences created an
autobiography describing important events from her preschool years. As in-
formational text, it provides insights into her own background and it vali-
dates her importance as an individual.

When I was a baby and I was toking and I side mommy and daddy and the
uther wrde I side was no. I gowe teeth. my mom tote me to coler. and my dad
tote me hode my radle and my tose. my gramol tote me to ride my triskl. and I
growe up to be big and I growe up and up in tle [ was in knagrdne and I can’t
wat in tle 'm in frst gade.

[When I was a baby and I was talking and I said mommy and daddy and the
other word I said was no. I grew teeth. My mom taught me to color. And my
dad taught me to hold my rattle and my toys. My grandma taught me to ride
my tricycle. And I grow up to be big and I grow up and up until I was in
kindergarten and I can’t wait until I'm in first grade.] (Durkin, 1993, p. 81)

A third source of information from which young children can develop
informational texts stems from their observations of the world around them.
Martinez et al. (1989) describe the interviews kindergartners conducted in
classes that are part of KELP. Children interview workers in the school about
their jobs. When children participate in such information gathering, they
learn important aspects of creating informational text, from asking relevant
questions to summarizing information. Similarly, in another kindergarten
classroom, students recorded observations of the sounds, sights, and tastes
of making popcorn. They created a group informational text to summarize
their observations:

The Popcorn

Russ said, It was hard.

Christa said, “It was orange.”

Jade and Kari said, “It was slick and smooth.”

Aubin said, “We put it in the popper.”

Justin said, “It went poppity, poppity, pop!”

David said, “It changed to white.”

Rodney said, “We tasted it, and it was good.” (Hiebert et al., 1991)

These examples convey the importance as well as the feasibility of mak-
ing informational text writing a part of the emergent literacy program. As
children become more facile with the concept of informational writing, they
can be encouraged to extend their competence by beginning to draw on
multiple information sources to create a single text.
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Informational Text Based on Multiple Sources

The personal information writing of the Early Literacy Project (Englert
et al., 1994) and the group summary of observations are reminiscent of the
“I-Search” papers that have become popular with middle-grade writers
(Hoffman, 1992). In these research papers, individuals use their reading,
observational, prior experience, and interview abilities to gather information
on a topic of interest. For children of the technology age, videotapes and
clips from the Internet form one important information source. Written ma-
terials such as books, magazine articles, and newspaper accounts provide
other useful information. Managing information from several sources can be
a challenging task for emergent writers. In the Early Literacy Project class-
rooms (Englert et al., 1994), integrating information from different sources
with one’s existing information was modeled initially through a whole class
composition. In the following example, a group of early elementary students
in a special education resource room worked together to create a class report
about turtles, in preparation for the individual research on an animal of their
choice.

First, the teacher asked questions of her students to establish class mem-
bers’ existing knowledge about turtles. They generated the “brainstorm list”
displayed in Figure 6.1. The organizational map in Figure 6.2 was generated
with the information from the brainstorm list and the questions that the
teacher and students had raised while developing that list. They then listed
potential information sources for unanswered questions. These sources in-
cluded: (a) consulting books at home and at school, (b) consulting reference
books such as the encyclopedia, and (¢) interviewing family members.

Children chose particular questions to answer and sources that might
help them answer their questions. The teacher then modeled how to keep a
record of target words or ideas that answered particular questions by having
the group read a short article on turtles from a Weekly Reader. Children
compared and contrasted a set of words that they had chosen to summarize
the key ideas.

Children then pursued answers to their individual questions about tur-
tles, using the sources they hoped would help them. After a few days of
investigation, the children came back together as a whole group to share
answers from their individual searches. With children’s summaries in hand,
the teacher discussed how to organize their information, to group their ideas
within similar topics, to make it easy for their readers to learn from their
texts. They used a simple map, illustrated in Figure 6.2, to group their ideas
into categories (what turtles do, what they eat, what they look like, etc.), and
then used this map to decide on the order in which each category would be
discussed in their written text. They created a draft of their information on
turtles using a large piece of chart paper that all could see, the teacher re-
cording the students’ suggested sentences. This draft was the source of sub-
sequent rereading and editing. The final composition of the process appears
in Figure 6.3.
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FIGURE 6.1 Brainstorm for Turtle Story

/ BRAINSTORM LIST 1

Turtles put their heads in lay on grass

their shells
swim stick their tongue out?
walk can look at people
snap hard shells
eat worms have claws
be pets can dig
walk slow webbed
eat flies people can touch them
lay eggs (hard shell) except snapping turtle
snapping turtles camouflage
poison turtles
different colors
box turtles

o J

From C.S. Englert, T.E. Raphael, & T.V. Mariage (1994). Developing a school-based discourse for
literacy learning: A principled search for understanding. Learning Disability Quarterly, 17,
p. 10. © Council for Learning Disabilities. Reprinted with permission.

The chart was put on long-term display in the writing center while the
children developed their individual reports on animals. Whatever the focus
of a writing session—planning and organizing ideas, gathering information,
writing a draft, or rereading and refining the draft, the teacher gathered the
children as a group prior to and following the session to discuss plans and
problems.
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FIGURE 6.2 Organization Map for Turtle Story

/

ORGANIZATION MAP

ways to move

what they do

\/

camouflage

what they eat

\/

snapping

oison turtles
worms what does it look like gox turtles

plants

flies
drink water
insects

hard shells
different colors
Where We Can Get webbed feet
Additional Information claws
ask brothers and sisters scales
look in books
look on book cover
library
dictionary
encyclopedia
ask parents
look in books at home

o

look at people

lay on grass walk

put head in shell walk slow
snap dig

stick tongue out

lay eggs

different kinds of turtles

~

_J

From C.S. Englert, T.E. Raphael, & T.V. Mariage (1994). Developing a school-based discourse for
literacy learning: A principled search for understanding. Learning Disability Quarterly, 17,

p. 11. © Council for Learning Disabilities. Reprinted with permission.
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FIGURE 6.3 Published Turtle Story

4 N

Turtle Story

Turtle shells are hard. Turtles are different
colors. They have webbed feet. They have claws
to dig in the ground. They have spots on their
body. They can have scales under their body, on
their face and feet.

Turtles eat plants. They eat waterbugs and
worms. They eat flies. They drink water.
Turtles eat insects even ones people can’t see.

Turtles swim in the water. They walk very
slow. They pull their feet in and float in the water.

Turtles look at people and just stare. We saw a
turtle in class and that’s what he did. Turtles lay
eggs in the grass and cover them up. They use
camouflage to hide from enemies.

Turtles can’t get up if they are on their backs.
A turtle can go into his shell when he is scared.

. J

From C.S. Englert, T.E. Raphael, & T.V. Mariage (1994). Developing a school-based discourse for
literacy learning: A principled search for understanding. Learning Disability Quarterly, 17,
p. 13. © Council for Learning Disabilities. Reprinted with permission.

With opportunities to write about their own expert topics and with par-
ticipation in group writing events such as writing about turtles, young chil-
dren can become writers who integrate information from other sources
into their own writing. Newkirk (1989) provides two examples of reports by
primary-level children, written by a first grader and a second grader, respec-
tively (from Newkirk, 1989, pp. 129-130).



Summary 149

Report 1: Planets

this is plutowe. It is the frthest planit away fam the sun. They thought

it was nata [Neptune] mon but it wasn.

This is natoon. It is the sakint fwst [second farthest] planet away from the sun.
This is satrne it has 10 mos [moons] and it has most rens [rings] in the
solarsistm [solar system]

Report 2: Sharks

i like birds, cats, dogs, cubs, and some bears. some water animals are
nice to me I like them and I think they are very, very cute. Sharks are fish, if
you didn’t know that now you know that. The whale shark is very harmless to
people. A shark does not have any bones. Baby sharks are called pups. The
largest fish in the world is the whale shark. It can weigh more than an elephant.
It’s very long. White sharks are the most dangerous sharks of all. When
scientists want to learn more about sharks they get close to them.

The second grader’s composition on sharks illustrates well the manner in
which personal information can become the basis for a child’s writing, and
be integrated with information from other sources.

Summary

When children are given the opportunity and encouragement, they will write
texts with structures that are similar to the texts they read—stories, rhymes,
and informational texts. Children’s written productions are immersed in oral
language and are understood and enhanced through interactions with peers
and adults. The stories or narratives that children first write begin with the
events in their immediate lives. Predictable texts can be a source for chil-
dren’s early writing both because of the popularity of predictable texts in
their reading and because these predictable structures can be emulated by
children. With experience that includes instructional conversations with
tcachers, children move to true narratives where the resolution of problems
is made explicit.

Young children’s interest in their physical worlds makes the inclusion of
informational text a priority in an emergent literacy classroom. The point of
initiation, as with narrative writing, consists of the topics on which children
are experts such as the care of their pets and the games they play with
friends. With many occasions to write, which include sending letters and
notes to important people in their lives, children will soon turn to other
sources—books, interviews, and observations—to add information and de-
tail to their informational writing.

In the last two chapters, we have described the texts that children read
and write. Throughout these discussions, we have referred to the scaffolding
that teachers provide in the form of conversations or instruction and con-
texts that they create for students to use texts with one another and by
themselves. The next chapter provides a framework for implementing these
different contexts.
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chapter 7

The Learning Contexts of Early
Literacy Classrooms:
Events, Lessons, and Activities

VIGNETTE 7.1

In inner-city kindergartens, teachers worked on infusing classroom rou-
tines such as attendance-taking with literacy. At the beginning of the year,
children signed in by matching their name cards to the names under their
pictures on the attendance chart. Later, children put their names directly
under their pictures without the model. Still later in the year, children
signed in by writing their names under the chart for their chosen center of
the day.

(Taylor et al., 1986)

VIGNETTIE 7.2

In a first-grade classroom using the Early Intervention in Reading (EIR)
model, the teacher works daily with a small group of students for a 15- to
20-minute session. This particular session begins with repeated reading of
Who Took the Farmer’s Hat? (Nodset, 1963). The highlights of the book
have been written by the teacher on the chart before the session and the
students next read this summary version independently. A game where
children clap as they read the summary version of the story is next. This
activity and the next one that requires children to blend sounds such as /h/
and /at/ as in hat (a key word in the story) are aimed at fostering children’s
phonemic awareness.

(Taylor, Strait, & Medo, 1994)

VIGNETTE 7.3

In the veterinarian play center in a kindergarten classroom, Preston, who
has the role of the veterinarian, examines a pet teddy bear. After taking the
bear’s temperature and blood pressure, he records the numbers. The bear
is given a shot with the reassurance, “I'm sorry, I hope I didn’t hurt you.”
Preston then writes out a prescription in scribble writing, reading it to the
bear and its owner: “Now this says that you make sure you take 100 of these
pills every hour until you're better.”

(Morrow & Rand, 1991 p. 400}
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Checking attendance can become tedious for teachers as children fidget
and wait for school to begin. But in classrooms such as the one described in
Vignette 7.1, attendance-taking becomes a literacy event in which children
practice and apply their literacy knowledge. Through consistent lessons with
a teacher, the children described in Vignette 7.2 defied statistics suggesting
that because of their level of preparedness on entering school, they would be
struggling to learn reading and writing skills in first grade. Instead, through
daily small-group, teacher-directed lessons emphasizing repeated readings of
books and studying words, many of these children acquired conventional
literacy. As Preston and his peers used the materials in the veterinarian play
center described in Vignette 7.3, they had firsthand experiences using liter-
acy in ways they had seen adults use literacy within doctors’ offices or vet-
erinary clinics.

The attendance event, the lesson with repeated reading, and the imagina-
tive literacy activity of the veterinarian play center are all examples of learning
contexts in emergent literacy classrooms. In learning contexts, the principles
of learning from Chapter 2, the learning goals from Chapter 3, the talk struc-
tures from Chapter 4, and the texts of Chapters 5 and 6 converge. In the
contexts of events, lessons, and activities, children learn and teachers teach.

Any teacher must make numerous choices when integrating all the in-
gredients of an emergent literacy perspective to create meaningful learning
contexts. In this chapter, we present a framework designed to aid emergent
literacy teachers’ decision making. Our framework, which is presented in
Table 7.1, describes three types of learning contexts—events, lessons, and
activities—each of which is reflected in one of the three vignettes that
opened this chapter. There are events, such as taking attendance, described
in Vignette 7.1; lessons, such as the teacher-led guidance in repeated reading
in Vignette 7.2; and activities, such as those encouraged in the play center
described in Vignette 7.3. Each type of learning context supports particular
forms of learning and, when combined within a single emergent literacy
classroom, they create a comprehensive set of learning experiences for
young children. In this chapter, we introduce the framework with a discus-
sion of the three principles of learning that underlie an emergent literacy
perspective. We then describe in depth the characteristics and the functions
of events, lessons, and activities.

Learning Principles Underlying the Framework
of Learning Contexts

Recall the three principles that undergird an emergent literacy perspective:
(1) literacy learning occurs through meaningful use of reading and writing,
(2) literacy learning is embedded in oral language, and (3) literacy learning
occurs in multiple contexts with teachers and with peers. These three prin-
ciples determined which learning contexts were part of our framework. First,
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TABLE 7.1 A Framework of Classroom Contexts

Context Description Examples

Event e Literacy is used in the Daily events such as attendance-taking,
service of classroom milk and lunch count, games,
community functions songs (Taylor et al., 1986; Richgels, 1995)
and other subject areas. Content areas such as social studies,
Literacy use is central science, and health where books are
in an event as a means read for information and reports and
of interacting but summaries are written (Magnusson &
instruction of new Palincsar, 1995)
literacy strategies or ® Morning Message (Crowell et al., 1986)
knowledge is not the e Read-aloud of books (Hoffman et al.,
intent of the event. 1993)

Lesson e Teachers guide children | ® Small, teacher-led groups where children

in acquiring facility have similar literacy needs
with the strategies of (Hiebert et al., 1992; Taylor et al., 1994)
independent reading ® Small, teacher-led groups with changing
and writing. and flexible membership
(Radencich, McKay, & Paratore, 1995)
® Whole-class shared reading (Reutzel
etal., 1994)

Activity | ® Occasions are provided ¢ Library center (Martinez & Teale, 1988;

for reading and writing Fractor et al., 1993)

both alone and with ® Writing center (Allen & Carr, 1989)

other children. ® Play center (Morrow & Rand, 1991)

® Peer-led discussions or book clubs
(Grattan, in press)

because of the emphasis on variety and meaningfulness, it is important to
think of the three learning contexts—events, lessons, and activities—as
complementing one another, each contributing in significant ways to a
child’s literacy development. Second, because each context is considered
valuable for children’s literacy development, the contexts should not be in
competition with one another, but rather, be distributed equitably across the
school experience. We now examine each of these principles in terms of the
development of the framework of learning contexts.

Literacy Learning Occurs through Meaningful Use

Throughout the three contexts and across all the roles that teachers and stu-
dents might assume, one continuing thread is that the opportunities within
the contexts are meaningful ones for engaging in reading and writing. Events
are characterized by children’s engagement in authentic uses of literacy
within school. For example, children’s attendance-taking requires that stu-
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dents be able to match letters, names, and, in Vignette 7.1, pictures. This
literacy use is not an end in and of itself, but, rather, it helps the child achieve
a particular goal—knowing who is present and who is absent in school.

In lessons, children engage in literature that is interesting to them, but
the focus is on helping students understand particular features of written
language. For example, after several readings of Who Took the Farmer’s Hat?,
the students in Vignette 7.2 are asked to focus on a word in the text, hat.
Their teacher asks them to find all the instances of hat, then to write the
word on their acetate slates. After doing this, their teacher asks them to
change a letter to create the word, fat.

In activities, children are immersed in the functions of literacy. The
veterinary play center in which Preston and his peers participated in Vi-
gnette 7.3 created meaningful opportunities for them to use literacy to meet
particular goals. However, in contrast to the event, the attention to features
of written language are reduced. Thus, Preston could create his prescription,
inventing both the content as well as using scribble-writing to convey the
meaning. The emphasis on the activity is to provide students with opportu-
nities to mimic the literacy use of mature readers and writers, opportunities
that the students create and find meaningful for their own purposes and
goals.

Literacy Learning Is Embedded in Oral Language

Across events, lessons, and activities, the oral language used to describe and
interpret literacy varies considerably. In events, the topic is specified by the
teacher (e.g., taking attendance), but the children are less constrained in
their turn-taking than they may be in lessons. In lessons, teachers engage
students in considerable description of the literacy strategies and processes
they are using and studying. For example, in the book Who Took the Farmer’s
Hat?, the children might discuss the cross-checking strategy that they used
to confirm that one of the animals the farmer encounters was a fly rather
than a bug or an insect. Because the illustration is somewhat ambiguous in
its depiction, children would be encouraged to talk about the manner in
which they checked the letters in the word to determine whether the word
was fly, bug, or insect. In activities, students have the opportunity to engage
in talk about literacy as they negotiate with one another. For example, in the
play center when Preston was interested in writing out a prescription, but
was unable to spell any of the required words, peers could talk with him
about his other options (e.g., scribble-writing). In short, the oral language
used to describe and interpret literacy varies across these three contexts in
ways that are important for children’s literacy development.

Literacy Learning Occurs in Multiple Contexts

Each of the three learning contexts invites different levels of involvement by
teachers and peers. Within events, children apply literacy abilities and
knowledge under the watchful eye of the teacher, as the class uses literacy
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for sharing information or for enjoyment. The teacher’s role is to facilitate
children’s usc of literacy within the event. For example, in Vignette 7.1, the
teacher asks students to participate in classroom routines such as taking
morning attendance. In doing so, children are involved in matching letters
and names, using literacy, literally within the context of a routine classroom
event.

In contrast, within lessons, teachers have multiple occasions for guid-
ance and instruction. They focus on teaching particular strategies and pro-
cesses that they know characterize proficient reading and writing. Teachers
scaffold their students’ participation in these contexts so that they are using
strategies and processes they may not be able to use when working indepen-
dently. The teacher in Vignette 7.2 ensures that students can read Who Took
the Farmer’s Hat? because of her support through the repeated reading as
well as through the summary on the chart.

Within activities, students participate with peers in the absence of their
teachers’ direct involvement. In such contexts, students have opportunities
to experiment, construct, and negotiate in play contexts or in academic set-
tings such as the writing center. Their roles vary from those in lessons and
events because they must assume more responsibility for their own and their
peers’ progress. Preston, the child in Vignette 7.3 who created the prescrip-
tion for the pet teddy bear, illustrates the opportunities for literacy use as
peers interact with one another.

Across events, lessons, and activities, teachers’ and students’ roles vary
in distinct ways with different opportunities for them to control the topics
and turns of the experiences, different criteria for what counts as appropriate
literacy use (e.g., conventional or temporary spelling), and different levels of
responsibility for negotiating the outcomes of the experiences.

The three contexts—events, lessons, and activities—are crucial to cre-
ating emergent literacy classrooms that support students’ growth in oral and
written language. They are based on the three principles of learning that
guide teachers’ decisions in creating such classrooms. In the next section of
this chapter, we explore each of these contexts in depth. For each learning
context that would be part of an emergent literacy classroom, we consider
how teachers: (a) plan the context, (b) implement the context, and (¢) ex-
tend the context to other literacy events. To illustrate each context, we pre-
sent an example of the context, then describe how it was implemented in a
classroom. We then consider ways in which the teacher extended the literacy
knowledge from this context to others within her classroom and across the
school day(s).

Framing the Classroom Contexts: Literacy Events
Literacy events are occasions when literacy is used in the service of the

classroom community and other subject areas. While literacy use is central
in these events as a means of interacting and learning, instruction of literacy
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strategies or knowledge is not the focus. A “mini-lesson”—a short lesson of
several minutes—may occur at some point during the event as the teacher
recognizes a teachable moment when a particular dimension of literacy
should be highlighted or a confusion about literacy clarified (Harste, Short,
& Burke, 1988). However, these short episodes of literacy instruction are
secondary to a community function such as learning about kites and wind in
a science lesson or establishing who is absent on a particular day.

There are many literacy events in the life of classrooms. Vignette 7.1
illustrates the engagement in literacy of kindergartners when they assumed
responsibility for attendance-taking. We have chosen the Morning Message
to describe in depth. Unlike the read-aloud event, literacy as part of daily
classroom life, or literacy in subject areas, this event may be less common in
classrooms. Yet the Morning Message is rich with potential in its ability to
assist children in making the transition from home to school, while at the
same time allowing teachers to model writing processes.

Exemplar of a Literacy Event: The Morning Message

The Morning Message involves contributions by children and teachers to a
news bulletin that the teacher or a class member writes on a chart, the
board, or an overhead transparency. The brief event, 7 to 10 minutes, typ-
ically occurs at the beginning of the school day. The teacher or class leader
initiates the event by asking children for important news from their com-
munities, homes, or classroom. As teachers transcribe students’ contribu-
tions, they interact with the children about the content, literacy features
such as spellings of words, and mechanics and usage of sentences and
paragraphs.

Identifying the Literacy in Classroom Events. The development of the
Morning Message, created by teachers who revisited the traditional primary
grade Show and Tell event (Crowell, Kawakami, & Wong, 1986), illustrates
how a classroom event was identified, then modified to highlight literacy-
related abilities. These teachers thought Show and Tell had the potential to
serve as a bridge between children’s homes and the classroom. However,
experience had taught them that Show and Tell could be time-consuming
and tedious because children had few models for presenting their informa-
tion. Morning Message, creating a written news bulletin at the start of the
school day, provided a context in which students could be guided in sum-
marizing information, and different forms of writing could be modeled. As
these teachers implemented this new context, they made choices about the
frequency with which Morning Message would occur and the length of time
that would be devoted to the event, daily or several times a week. Because
the value of an event may wear off as children’s attention spans wane, we
suggest more frequent occurrences with a shorter duration per event rather
than fewer occurrences but of longer duration.
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During Morning Message, teachers can comment on various aspects of
written language as they or students write the message on a board or over-
head. However, because of the rich potential of literacy use within the event,
it is helpful to plan the various aspects of literacy to highlight. Creating a
mini-lesson on every aspect of literacy that arises during the Morning Mes-
sage would detract from the purpose of the event. The two classrooms whose
Morning Messages are presented next had particular routines as part of the
Morning Message. One such routine involved increasing responsibility by
children for the spelling of news items over the school year: moving from
responding to teacher requests for initial consonants to students writing
their own messages. A second routine involved reading and rereading the
completed message. In addition to simply identifying Morning Message as a
classroom event, children in these classrooms had come to expect and value
it as a venue for sharing important news and orienting themselves to the
school day.

Highlighting Particular Strategies within the Event. We draw on an exam-
ple of the nature of and interactions within Morning Message from Ms. Saka-
moto’s first-grade classroom, one of the Kamehameha Early Education
Program classrooms we described in Chapter 1 (see also, Crowell et al.,
1986). On this particular day, Ms. Sakamoto has the children focus on the
events of the class day because (as the following message shows) the day is a
busy one. On many days, children’s contributions include references to
home experiences but on this particular morning children are eagerly await-
ing the school photographer to take their photos. Not surprisingly, this day’s
responses to Ms. Sakamoto’s question regarding important information to
include in the Morning Message focus on the events at school:

We will have our pictures taken today.
Then we will go to the science

circus at the Boys and Girls Club.

It will be a busy day.

Ms. Sakamoto asks for children’s assistance as she writes the message on the
board. For example, on the second iteration of “day,” children are asked to
find it on the board and spell it. The class reads the message aloud as Ms.
Sakamoto tracks the print. When Ms. Sakamoto asks students to comment
on what they observed about the day’s message, one child points to the word,
will, which appears three times. This leads to children identifying other
words appearing more than once (i.e., we, day, and the).

Ms. Sakamoto then directs children’s attention to capitals and periods.
Children go up to the board to point to the capital letters at the beginning of
sentences and the beginning of proper names (i.e., Boys and Girls Club) and
to the periods at the end of sentences. A discussion follows about how this
information might be helpful in children’s own writing.

Many teachers at the kindergarten through second-grade levels have in-
tegrated this event into their school days. An example of the integration of a
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Morning Message where the connection is made more directly to children’s
home experiences comes from Dawn Harris Martine’s classroom in New York
City (Martine, 1991):

Today is Thursday. It is raining. It’s also very muggy.

We will have share time. Chantee will share “Cherries and the Cherry Pie” by
Vera Williams.

Nerfettiti’s aunt is having a baby.

Ms. Martine leads a discussion with students throughout the Morning
Message, asking children if a summary statement captures the gist of their
message and requesting opinions from others about their views on issues. On
this particular day, she asks about preferences for different kinds of weather
and for explanations on chosen preferences of weather. Everything that is
said does not go into the Morning Message but the discussion that surrounds
its creation invites class members to share and explain their views.

Integrating Content and Strategies throughout the School Day. The con-
tent of the message, as well as the literacy processes that are highlighted in
the event, become part of the shared body of experiences and knowledge of
the class. Throughout the day—and even on future days—references are
made to the content and processes of these events. For example, as children
wonder about conventional spellings of words, the words on the Morning
Message become a resource for checking one’s work. In Ms. Martine’s class-
room, the scribe for the day copies the Morning Message from the board into
the classroom journal. This journal becomes a permanent record of class-
room life across the year and is available for children and visitors. Extensions
also can be made beyond the classroom. The record made by the scribe of
the day can be photocopied and sent home as a record of the school day to
share with family members.

Extensions to Other Literacy Events

The same principles of identifying literacy potential in an event, highlighting
literacy strategies and content during the event, and integrating the shared
understandings from the literacy event across the class day apply to other
events such as daily classroom routines of attendance-taking, read-alouds,
and literacy across the curriculum.

Many common occasions in classrooms can become literacy events
when teachers begin to explore ways of increasing literacy uses for their
students. Attendance-taking is frequently teachers’ responsibility, but as the
kindergarten classrooms described in Vignette 7.1 revealed, it was rich in
opportunity for students to develop and use their letter and word knowledge.
Similarly, occasions such as singing the national anthem and reciting the
pledge of allegiance can become literacy-rich classroom events. Posters with
the text of the song and the pledge, supported by the teacher pointing to the
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print as the song is sung and the pledge chanted, give young children daily
opportunities to understand the relationship between speech and print.

Even an event such as the read-aloud that is literary in nature can benefit
from teachers’ consideration of how literacy opportunities can be enhanced
(Hoffman, Roser, & Battle, 1993). When Gury (1994) observed kindergarten
teachers reading aloud to their students, it became apparent that the teach-
ers rarely focused children’s attention on the role that the print had in read-
ing. Teachers asked children to predict the book content, pointing to the
pictures on the cover but rarely drawing children’s attention to the words on
the cover. Such behaviors were common in read-alouds with enlarged or big
books as well, even though the words were visible for all children to see.
Teachers’ reflections on this tried-and-true literacy event in their classrooms
may reveal additional ways in which their students can learn about and apply
their literacy knowledge and strategies.

Finally, knowledge and strategies from literacy events can become a
thread that runs throughout the school day. That is, literacy events can cre-
ate transitions from one period to another or the means for regrouping after
a particularly hectic recess or lunch hour. In particular, the content of books
that have been read aloud can become the shared knowledge of the class-
room community. In Dawn Martine’s second-grade classroom, Hattie and the
Fox (Fox, 1988) was used as a means of transition when the excitement level
had reached an unproductive level. As the year progressed, all the teacher
had to do was to begin a chant from the book, “Oh dear,” and children
immediately joined in to finish the refrain. Then, with their attention fo-
cused, they could return to other productive activity in the classroom.

Framing the Classroom Contexts: Literacy Lessons

Lessons are frequently viewed as the context in which “teaching” occurs.
Within our elaborated emergent literacy perspective, we define teaching to
encompass modeling and interaction, rather than simply lecturing or telling.
In our earlier discussion of classroom events, we described teaching that
occurred in event mini-lessons. Similarly, in our upcoming section on activ-
ities, we describe the teaching that occurs within classroom activities.

In small-group lessons, teachers guide children in acquiring facility with
the strategies for independent reading and writing. In this section, we discuss
the unique role of lessons over a period of one or two months within the
context of teacher-led, small groups of children at similar developmental
literacy levels. Using the case of repeated reading in small groups, we focus
on aligning instructional goals with the participants, the content, and the
materials used; then we describe ways to focus on goals during the lesson,
ending with comments on assessing student’s progress within the lesson. In
the Extensions to Other Literacy Lessons section, we extend the planning,
implementing, and summarizing phases to other lesson contexts, such as a
whole class, and small groups that are formed according to criteria such as
interest in an author, illustrator, or topic.
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Exemplar of a Literary Lesson: Repeated Reading
in Small Groups

Children may participate daily in whole-class lessons where an enlarged
book is read together and in self-selected reading of library books but still
not become independent readers and writers. In Chapter 3, we discussed the
strategies and knowledge that distinguish movement into independent read-
ing and writing—fluent recognition of high-frequency words and of words
with common and consistent rimes or word patterns. For those children with
few prior literacy experiences, teacher-led lessons will need to be frequent
and well planned. Sometimes such lessons can occur through one-to-one
tutoring (e.g., Lyons, Pinnell, & DeFord, 1993), but in many schools, espe-
cially those with a high proportion of students who struggle to learn literacy,
a more realistic scenario is to provide such instruction in small groups.

The following description of small-group lessons comes from a collabo-
rative project—Right Start in Reading—in which one of us, Hiebert, has
been involved with a group of teachers since 1990 (see Hiebert et al., 1992).
Right Start in Reading is representative of projects that have helped strug-
gling emergent literacy students become successful readers and writers in
ways that have not happened in schools without such projects (see Hiebert
& Taylor, 1994). Successful projects such as Success for All (Slavin, Madden,
Karweit, Dolan, & Wasik, 1994) and Early Intervention in Reading (Taylor et
al., 1994) vary in features, including, among others, types of books that are
used in lessons, the number of books to which children are introduced, and
the focuses of the curriculum. However, they do share important features
that include: (a) goals and plans for achieving those goals, (b) tasks that make
up the regular schedule of lessons, and (c) techniques for evaluating chil-
dren’s progress. In the discussion that follows, we trace ways in which a
lesson from a Right Start in Reading classroom provides insights into plan-
ning, implementing, and evaluating literacy lessons.

Aligning Goals with Participants, Content, and Materials. The lesson that
we will describe can best be viewed within the larger structure of the Right
Start in Reading project, the name by which teachers in this particular dis-
trict refer to the small-group instruction in first and second grades. Teachers
view their daily lessons in relation to the larger goal that children will be
fluent readers and writers by the end of the primary grades. While teachers
make numerous decisions as they respond to students during lessons, they
make choices about materials, tasks, strategies, and skills during periodic
planning sessions that occur weekly.

To illustrate the manner in which teachers create a lesson requires an
understanding of the profile of children within a group. The four children—
Dustin, Jeremy, Yolanda, and Katrina—who are the focus of this particular
set of lessons are first graders who were identified as having low levels of
emergent literacy at the beginning of grade one. Their Title 1 teacher, Pam
Chrisman, designs her lessons using information on these children’s strate-
gies on the critical goals of literacy that were identified in Chapter 3. While
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these children are beginning to consistently recognize a core group of words,
the words are idiosyncratic to each child. Children are able to recognize their
own names and those of one another in the group. Each child has a word bank
of special words with Jeremy’s words, for example, including Rockies, Bron-
cos, and dirt bike. They can name lowercase letters with accuracy and have a
solid sense of one-to-one correspondence between spoken and written words.
They are also quite attentive to the initial consonants of words and are becom-
ing aware of the word patterns or rimes with the short /a/ as in at and an.

Teachers such as Pam Chrisman make decisions about what to teach and
what bools to use on a weekly basis as they reflect on children’s progress over
the previous week and identify emphases and books for the subsequent week.
They use children’s journal entries and running records as a basis for their
decision making. Running records, described in greater depth in Chapter 8,
summarize children’s reading of a text. As teachers reflect on what children
are able to do and what they are still unable to do, they use the framework of
strategies and knowledge that was presented in the first section of the book—
the central, necessary, and interim processes of reading and writing described
in Table 3.1. The conclusions from these reflections become the basis for the
small-group lessons for the next week. For this particular group, Pam Chris-
man observes that, overall, children are beginning to attend to rimes with
short a and to high-frequency words such as and, you, me, and I. The running
records also reveal a pattern of overreliance on illustrations for words. Dustin
is the only member of the group who does not seem to be overusing picture
clues. An example of the heavy reliance on pictures and the failure to confirm
the hypothesis from the contextual clue with the print is Yolanda’s substitution
of bread for sandwich in a book the group read the past week. Coordinating
the use of picture clues with the beginnings and patterns of words will be a
focus for the next week’s lessons.

The running records are also examined to determine the match between
children’s developing reading and the books’ characteristics. While the
teachers in the Right Start in Reading project make book selections on a
daily or weekly basis, they draw on work that teachers in the project have
done over an extended period of time in correlating available books with the
project’s curriculum. In Table 7.2, we provide a list similar to ones developed
by teachers in the Right Start in Reading project. This list is similar in all but
one way to those that teachers have created: It is confined to trade books.
Our reason for confining the list in Table 7.2 to trade books rather than to
titles from the little book programs used by the Right Start teachers is that
the trade books are familiar to most teachers. We also wished to include in
this volume a list of trade books that are accessible for children at the very
earliest stages of reading. As was evident in the analysis of text accessibility
(see Table 5.6), many trade books have features that make them difficult for
young children at the earliest stages of reading. Even in books where the
total number of words may be small, the number of unique words may be
high. For example, Rosie’s Walk (Hutchins, 1968) is similar to the books that
were identified as level two books in Table 5.6 in having a fairly small number
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TABLE 7.2 Examples of Library Books: Possible Patterns
and High-Frequency Words for Instruction

Trade Book Common High- Number | Distinct Size of
Rimes Frequency of to Total Predictable Unit
Words Distinct | Words | and Its Percentage
Words of Text
Dog In, Cat Out | og,at,in | in, out 4 1:14 ® small (4 words)
(G. Rubinstein, ® 100% of text
1993; Illus. A.
James)
Have You Seen at, is, ot have, you, 9 1:9 ® sizable (8 words)
My Cat? my, this, ® 99% of text
(E. Carle, 1987) is, not
Hawve You Seen [none] have, you, 8 1:4 ¢ small (5 words)
My Duckling? my ® 89% of text
(N. Tafuri, 1984)
Cat on the Mat at the 10 1:4 ® small (4 words)
(Wildsmith, e 73% of text
1982)
What Do You at, ike I, the, too 17 1:4 ® small (4 words)
Like? ® 58% of text
(Grejniec, 1992)
Whose at, og the, a, and 13 1:2 ¢ small (3 words)
Footprints? ® 63% of text
(M. Coxe, 1990)
AllTAm am I,a 23 1:3 ® small (3 words)
(E. Roe, Illus. ® 56% of text
H. Cogancherry,
1990)

of words. But when only two of the 32 words are repeated as is the case with
Rosie’s Walk and these two words, the and for, are not part of a predictable
unit, the word recognition strategies needed to be successful with this book
will be beyond those of most beginning readers.

Like the Right Start in Reading lists, the books in Table 7.2 represent
teachers’ judgments about the accessibility of the book for readers with par-
ticular strategies. All of the books in Table 7.2 have at least some of the
characteristics of the first-level books of the little book and Reading Recovery
trade book exemplar programs in Table 5.6: Jack-in-the-Box (Butler, 1989)
and Cat on the Mat (Wildsmith, 1982). Some books vary in one or more
characteristics, as should be the case when teachers view books in relation
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to students rather than apply guidelines rigidly. For example, some books
such as All I Am (Roe, 1990) have a higher number of unique words because
the predictable pattern of the book involves a new noun in each sentence as
the child describes his different roles (e.g., “I am a friend.” “I am a neigh-
bor.”). Most of these roles will be familiar to young children and can be
recognized through the illustrations, making this book an appropriate one
for beginning readers. As we discussed in Chapter 5, teachers in the Right
Start in Reading project use guidelines such as the size of the predictable
unit and the number of distinct words not as absolute but relative to the
needs and strengths of the particular children who will be using the books.

Also like the Right Start in Reading lists, the list in Table 7.2 presents
common rimes that can be found in key words in the books as well as high-
frequency words. Teachers’ decisions drive the selection of books, not vice
versa. A teacher who is working with a group of children on rimes with the
vowel o followed by a consonant would look for books that give children
opportunities to apply that pattern. This teacher also might choose to use
books from other sources. For example, a teacher might decide that Whose
Footprints? (Coxe, 1990) is an excellent context in which to work on using
syntactic and semantic cues. Whatever the content of the books, teachers
attend carefully at this point in the instruction to the density of new to
unknown words and the total number of words. Because they wish for chil-
dren to extend their repertoire of word recognition strategies beyond the
use of illustrations, teachers are intent on selecting books that will encour-
age children to attend to the words in the texts and not to overrely on
memorizing the patterns because the volume of new words overwhelms
children.

Pam Chrisman uses her observations of children’s responses on running
records to confirm that the length and density level of books is appropriate.
To help children to generalize their understandings of word patterns, she
chooses books containing words with rimes containing the short i (-it, -in, -ip)
as the focus for the following week. She continues to ask students to work
with books at the same difficulty stage but Ms. Chrisman is eager for children
to focus on word patterns with vowels other than a. When children spend
too much time with the rimes for a single vowel such as those that are formed
with the short a, they fail to grasp the idea that the same principle applies
with the five primary vowels. That is, they are no closer to understanding
that a vowel followed by a consonant is associated with the short sound of
the vowel when they have experience only with short a rimes.

Another set of decisions relating to group composition is made on a
quarterly basis. Quarterly reading and writing assessments (see Chapter 8
for a complete description of the assessment tools) provide the basis for
determining which children require small-group instruction, which children
have compatible profiles, and how many children will be in a group. The
decisions depend on the overall profiles of the entire class and the available
resources. Children who are progressing well through whole class lessons,
events, and independent and peer activities do not need to receive this par-



Framing the Classroom Contexts: Literacy Lessons 163

ticular form of small-group instruction. In the schools with the Right Start
in Reading project, all available support teachers work with classroom
teachers to pool resources. Because the resources for programs such as
special education and Title I have been allocated as a function of need,
those schools with the most resources tend to have the greatest needs.
Speech and language, special education, bilingual, and Title I teachers have
combined forces to work with children on similar strategies and goals. In
those schools where such resources are not available, classroom teachers
provide the instruction.

Focusing on Purposes and Goals during the Lesson. Within classrooms in
the Right Start in Reading project, lessons are viewed as a primary vehicle in
which those children who are not yet conventional readers and writers re-
ceive guided experiences in developing interim and necessary processes

_while engaged in the central processes. That is, instruction of phonetically
regular and common patterns and high-frequency words is embedded within
reading and writing tasks.

Each lesson has a basic structure of three tasks: reading daily, writing
daily, and guidance about high-frequency words and rimes that are consis-
tent in many common words. While teachers vary among one another as well
as across the school year in the way they employ each of these tasks, the
three tasks provide an important structure and reminder of those processes
critical to young children’s literacy development. Teachers noted that prior
to the project, some first graders did not read a book or write even a handful
of words for several days. Instead they spent time listening to stories or
creating artwork related to stories. Within this project structure, students
read and write daily, as well as engage in daily lessons designed to push their
word knowledge. Fach lesson includes exposure to a new book with compel-
ling illustrations and interesting stories, which contribute to students’ high
interest levels.

The lesson cycles through the three tasks, beginning with reading, mov-
ing to writing, and then returning to reading. Talk about words and strategies
for figuring out unknown words is interspersed throughout the book reading
and the writing tasks. In the week of lessons for the group of Dustin, Jeremy,
Katrina, and Yolanda, a midweek lesson such as the following was typical.

The lesson begins with a brief discussion about the children’s readings
with family members the previous evening. As each child receives a copy of
the book, That Fly! (Riley, 1996), which was the focus of the group’s lesson
the previous Friday, Pam Chrisman asks children to describe the strategies
that they have been studying such as looking for word patterns in unknown
words. For example, the teacher and children note the presence of the word
that in the title since it contained the target pattern, at. Children then
describe the way in which they correlate information from pictures with the
print to figure out new words.

After the book has been reread—some pages silently and some aloud by
individuals, a new book, Fix It, Fox (Lynch, 1996) is introduced. Ms. Chrisman
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previews the book’s content with the children by asking them to describe
what content and words they expect to find in the book based on its illustra-
tions. Words that will aid children’s reading but that cannot be figured out
with children’s current strategies are introduced (e.g., said).

During the first reading of the book, Ms. Chrisman reads along with the
children but, over time, she decreases her support and encourages children
to take the lead. The first reading is then followed by a discussion of how
children’s predictions matched the book. The teacher also asks children to
describe the ways in which they used the strategy of matching clues from
pictures and words and the strategy of using patterns inside words. The book
is reread several times until children are reading with expression and
fluency.

Activities designed to enhance students’ word knowledge follow. First,
books are closed and Ms. Chrisman engages children in a phonemic aware-
ness activity, identifying words that have the same rime or pattern as the
target words, fix and six, it and sit. Acetate slates (pieces of paper that have
been covered with acetate) are then distributed and children are asked to
write the word it. Requests follow such as changing it to sit, then back to it.
Ms. Chrisman encourages children to generalize their understandings of
rimes by asking them to change it to at and then back to it, followed by sit.
Children consistently read what they have written and orally compose
phrases and sentences with their words. At the beginning of the year, when
children were gaining fluency with letters, magnetic letters were used for this
word-writing activity. Ms. Chrisman writes the words fix and fat on the
board, leading children in a conversation that makes explicit the common-
alities between these words as well as the differences.

Teachers cycle through a number of writing activities, including free
writing and writing sentences or phrases with one or more of the rhyming
words over several days. Because of an interest in fostering children’s
generalization of V-C rimes, Ms. Chrisman dictates a sentence stem that
contains instances of rimes with vowels that have been the focus for the
lesson: “I will fix the __.” When the dictation concludes, children
add their description to finish the sentence. Children are encouraged to
spell these words as best they can with the teacher providing guidance
as needed. To end the lesson, the group rereads Fix It, Fox and chil-
dren choose a book to take home. The cycle of the lesson is complete,
focusing on engagement in literacy tasks for both reading and writing, as
well as participation in specific instructional lessons designed to help stu-
dents develop knowledge of words, decoding strategies, and comprehension
strategies.

Assessing Content and Composition of Group Relative to Goals. Assess-
ment and evaluation are integral to the planning and implementation phases
of lessons and take the form of both ongoing, in-situ assessments of students’
progress within lessons as well as more formal quarterly assessments. On-
going assessment occurs in the midst of lessons as teachers take brief but
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important notes on children’s reading and writing progress. Information
gained from these assessments within the lesson serves as the source for
teachers’ decisions as to which strategies to introduce or reinforce during
subsequent lessons and which books to select. The lessons of a project such
as this one illustrate the cyclic nature of instruction that builds on children’s
strengths and meets their needs.

The information that comes from quarterly assessments is integral to
teachers’ decisions about group formation. These more extensive assess-
ments conducted during periodic evaluations provide teachers with essential
information for determining who would benefit from intensive instruction
and whose profiles would be compatible within a single group. The periodic
re-assessment prevents the small-group intensive instruction from becoming
a form of tracking (Allington, 1983). In tracking, also called ability grouping,
children’s reading status is viewed generically in terms of “good,” “average,”
or “poor” readers. Goals tend to be global and hence rather ambiguous, in
contrast to the definable strategies illustrated above. Ongoing assessments
in which children’s participation and group assignments are evaluated give
the small-group lessons we have described here a different foundation from
that of the ability groups in which generations of children were tracked. In
contexts such as the Right Start in Reading program, teachers’ lessons are
viewed as a source of support and growth for children rather than a source
of stigma and perpetuation of literacy problems.

Extensions to Other Types of Lessons

The context of the lesson is defined in terms of the presence of instructional
goals, plans for reaching those goals, and means for implementing and eval-
uating the plans. The first-grade lesson described above, focusing on the
instructional needs of first-grade students who were struggling with their
literacy development, illustrated these features. However, there are many
other forms that lesson contexts can take in an emergent literacy classroom.
We chose to illustrate the small-group lessons for children with similar liter-
acy profiles to underscore the need for such lessons for some students in
emergent literacy classrooms. Without consistent participation in such les-
sons at least several times weekly, a sizable number of children may not
become highly proficient independent readers and writers.

However, not all young children will require small-group lessons of this
sort. At least a handful of children in most classes may have acquired con-
ventional literacy by the time they enter first grade, while another significant
group of children are on the verge of being conventionally literate at the
beginning of first grade. The children with the latter characteristics may pick
up literacy with a minimum of lessons in small groups during the first or
second quarters of grade one. Lessons may vary in terms of size and struc-
ture, as well as focus. For example, students for whom literacy acquisition is
moving along well may participate in groups that are somewhat larger than
those in which children with initially lower levels of emergent literacy meet
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with the teacher. Further, these groups may meet several times a week with
the teacher rather than daily as the strategy groups do. The focus of these
groups may be more like the book clubs of the middle grades (Grattan, in
press; McMahon & Raphael, in press) where children study particular books
and focus on literary elements and higher-level vocabulary strategies.

There may be variations in lesson structure even within the same general
programs. For example, in the Right Start in Reading project from which the
first-grade, teacher-led lesson was drawn, kindergarten teachers created les-
sons with small groups that differed in composition and content from the small-
group instruction in grades one and two (Gury, 1994). The kindergarten
teachers divided their classes into three groups, each including a range of
proficiencies in book-reading stages (Sulzby, 1985), writing forms (DeFord,
1980), phonemic awareness, and letter naming. These groups met with the
teacher in two weekly sessions that began with the repeated reading of a big
book. Children then read with partners in little versions of the book and
shared their favorite parts with the larger group with responses that ranged
from pretend to conventional readings. Such lessons were then followed by
games that encouraged phonemic awareness, such as listening for words that
began alike or that rhymed from the book and writing with magnetic letters
and chalk and chalkboards. These types of lessons benefited the kindergart-
ners. By midyear, when teachers studied their students’ literacy knowledge,
they were delighted to learn that with the support of the project lessons,
their current students knew as much about literacy as their students the
previous year knew at the end of the year.

Lessons occur across a range of contexts, from the small-group lesson
in which Dustin and his peers participated to formal lessons with larger
groups of students or in whole-class settings. We end this section on lessons
by considering issues related to grouping for instruction. For a time, whole-
class lessons were seen as an alternative to any small-group lessons. Some
believed that whole-class instruction could serve as an antidote for the neg-
ative outcomes of ability grouping that was the primary context for reading
instruction for generations. We have also heard anecdotes from teachers who
described district mandates for whole-class instruction on the mistaken as-
sumption that the “whole” in whole-class and whole language were equiva-
lent. Educators have become increasingly aware that whole-class lessons are
not a substitute for small-group lessons (see Pardo & Raphael, 1991; Raphael
& Hiebert, 1996).

For students whose literacy experiences have been few, the whole-class
format may contain too many distractions and too many opportunities to be
passive, to serve as the sole instructional format. However, when whole-class
instruction is in the form of mini-lessons (Atwell, 1987), there are numerous
aspccts of literacy that can be modeled and highlighted such as ways to select
books in a library (Mervar & Hiebert, 1989). Mini-lessons are short, focused
instructional sessions that teachers conduct as extensions of events or as a
prelude to activities, but not as a substitute for small-group strategy instruc-
tion (Reutzel & Cotter, 1991). For example, Hemmeter (1991) conducted a
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brief—less than five minutes—whole-class mini-lesson where she intro-
duced children to the varicty of ways in which her name could be written,
including with a picture, with the initial consonant of her surname, and with
the words “Mrs. Hemmeter.”

Flexible grouping is a second alternative to ability grouping on the basis
of similar literacy needs. In flexible groups, children receive small-group
experiences but in groups whose compositions change frequently and where
the literacy proficiencies within a group cover the range of the classroom
(Radencich, McKay, & Paratore, 1995). While numecrous anecdotal accounts
for flexible groups have been described (e.g., Berghoff & Egawa, 1991; Keegan
& Shrake, 1991; Radencich & McKay, 1995), little evidence has been pro-
vided on children’s literacy acquisition when these are the only contexts for
instruction. [lowever, reports over several decades have found that, at least
for part of their literacy instruction, children who are reading well need to
have challenging reading material and that children who are learning to read
need to be guided in the text that they receive (Allington, 1984; Anderson,
Evertson, & Brophy, 1979; Barr, 1973-74; Juel, 1990). In a heterogeneous
group of emergent literacy students, where struggling readers are looking at
books with few recognizable words and where proficient readers are looking
at books that present no challenge, none is served well.

If small-group lessons such as the one described in this section are to
work, goals must be clear, assessments ongoing, and groups reformed and
reconstituted regularly. Further, all children within the classroom, regardless
of literacy proficiency, should have the opportunity to interact within the
same range of literacy events and around the same literacy content. This
provides a common thread that runs throughout the school day. The activi-
ties we describe next are a third literacy context in which all children inter-
act and learn with one another. The mechanisms of learning that underlie an
emergent literacy classroom make it imperative that children are not segre-
gated to particular literacy activities because of literacy proficiency. Rather,
children can learn from each other, assuming a range of roles as literacy
users within the activities.

Framing the Classroom Contexts: Literacy Activities

Occasions for reading and writing by one’s self and with other children as-
sume as critical a role in an emergent literacy perspective as the teacher-led
events and lessons. Activities—as we refer to the classroom contexts where
children work independently or with one another—require children to apply
their constructions about reading and writing. Communicating understand-
ings and accomplishments of literacy with peers of equivalent social power
gives children compelling reasons to revise, clarify, and explain their inter-
pretations. While activities involve children working independently or colla-
boratively, the existence of successful activities in an emergent literacy
classroom reflects the design and planning of a skillful teacher. This planning
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need not occur on a daily basis; a set of activities for independent and peer
participation can be in place for a week or more. The materials and tasks of
a particular center change but the basic structure of activities remains intact
for extended time periods. The most common of these activities in emer-
gent literacy classrooms include reading self-selected library books, writing,
and play.

Often activities are organized in a “center” format, which means that all
of the materials for an activity are in one location. In some classrooms,
children participate at a center at a designated time; in others, children
choose from among centers within particular guidelines. While we refer to
activities as centers throughout this discussion, we do not wish to suggest
that children need to cycle through all of these activities, nor do we think
they can occur only when small groups of students or individual students are
at work. In some classrooms and with some activities, all children may par-
ticipate at designated times, such as when reading with a partner or a book
buddy. Further, not all students must participate in all centers.

We have opted to highlight the library center as our exemplar activity
because the creation of a successful library center is more involved than may
be apparent on the surface. The library center’s focus is on reading self-
selected books. Reading in library books has several subcategories, including
listening to audio-taped versions of books and buddy reading (i.e., reading
with a peer). Thus, for children to be productive at a library center, more is
involved on the part of teachers than making books available. The actions of
(a) planning, (b) communicating and monitoring, and (¢) summarizing are
particularly evident in the creation of a successful library center.

Exemplar of a Literacy Activity: A Library Center

Throughout the primary years, children require many classroom occasions
for interacting with books independently and with peers. Initially, children
engage in pretend or memorized reading that characterizes early literacy
development. Increasingly, they read and explain the text to one another in
more conventional ways. These occasions have many benefits for young chil-
dren but the efficacy of these occasions can vary considerably, depending on
their teachers’ attention to the physical and social dimensions of these
activities.

Planning. The books that make up the library center need to be chosen
with care and, once selected, their physical arrangement in a library center
requires thought (Fractor, Woodruff, Martinez, & Teale, 1993). Insight into
the books that children choose at a library center and the kinds of processes
in which young children engage with the books while at the center comes
from a study by Martinez and Teale (1988). The kindergartners who were
observed in this project gravitated to books that their teachers had read
aloud several times. While books that the teacher had read only once were
less popular at the library centers than highly familiar books, a one-time
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reading by the teacher generated more interest for children than books that
had not been introduced previously. Further, when the enlarged versions of
books were available at the center, children chose those more frequently
than regular-sized books. Kindergartners also were more likely to choose
books with predictable structure such as My Friends (Gomi, 1989), What Do
You Like? (Grejniec, 1992), or Polar Bear, Polar Bear (Martin, 1991) as
compared to books without a predictable structure.

Martinez and Teale (1988) also described the kindergartners’ three most
prominent ways of interacting with books at the library centers and one less
frequent but important pattern that would be expected to emerge in first-
and second-grade library centers. The first most prominent pattern was what
was described as browsing or “rapid flipping” through part or all of a book.
Browsing tended to occur most often with unfamiliar books.

The second frequent form of interaction was to silently “study” a book.
Because most of these kindergartners were not reading conventionally, this
response pattern involved the most sustained attention of any of the patterns
that Martinez and Teale observed. The silent studying of books occurred
most frequently with books that had an unpredictable structure. For exam-
ple, Make Way for Ducklings (McCloskey, 1941) or Dandelion (Freeman,
1964) are representative of such books. They have considerable detail in
their illustrations to sustain the attention of young children.

The third way of interacting occurred with books that had predictable
structures, such as Quick as a Cricket (Wood, 1982), Cookie’s Week (Ward,
1988), and other titles in Table 5.5, after they had been part of shared reading
in the class. The activity that these books elicited was pretend reading, often
produced chorally as several children did a read-along that modeled the
activities that had occurred in teacher-led classroom events.

The fourth type of interaction pattern that occurred least frequently
involved conventional reading, or listening to a peer read a book aloud. Mar-
tinez and Teale did not extend their project to first and second grades but it
would be assumed that this fourth category would increase as the majority
of children become conventional readers. Yet, browsing behaviors may re-
main prominent as children select books to read, because these behaviors
also characterize second graders who are proficient readers (Mervar & Hie-
bert, 1989).

Patterns at library centers can also be expected to be a function of the
tasks that are part of the library center. If participation at a library center
requires documentation on a book log, fewer browsing behaviors might be
expected than in a center where such documentation was not required. If
tasks at a library center call for a range of responses to literature such as
acting out stories or writing a summary of favorite books, children will inter-
act differently than they will in a library center where the responses are
completely open-ended.

What has been documented consistently is that children are more likely
to select books with which they have had some prior involvement, particu-
larly through book talks or read-alouds by their teacher, than with unfamiliar
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books (Morrow & Weinstein, 1982). Further, the physical presentation of
books also influences children’s choices and their subsequent engagement
with books. When teacher-featured or familiar books are visible in library
centers, children spend more time with books. When the display of books is
disheveled and disorganized, children’s attention is likely to diminish.

Communicating and Interacting with Children. While centers are in-
tended for independent or peer collaboration, teachers continue to serve an
important role during the activity. First, teachers create expectations for
appropriate processes and potential products for an activity. In a project that
considered the ways in which second graders interacted with books in librar-
ies, the classroom demonstrations and modeling of book selections influ-
enced children’s actions. Those children who had been exposed consistently
to discussions about authors, illustrators, and topics, as well as processes for
selecting books of interest and appropriate difficulty, behaved quite differ-
ently in a library from those children who had not been part of such discus-
sions (Mervar & Hiebert, 1989). Classroom discussions about books and
processes of book selection were evident in an array of strategies for select-
ing books, while those second graders who had not been involved in such
discussions typically chose books in much the same way that Martinez and
Teale (1988) described as characteristic of kindergartners. Consistent dis-
cussions about selecting books of appropriate interest and difficulty levels
prior to involvement in library centers will reap benefits in the behaviors
that children show at library centers.

In the midst of children’s participation at the library center, an interac-
tion with the teacher of a minute or two can also contribute to a productive
atmosphere. Even if the teacher is interacting with another group of children
in a lesson or at another center activity, the teacher’s attention at a center
can improve the quality of children’s involvement significantly. For example,
a timely question posed to a group in the middle of a center activity might
be: “What have you and your partner chosen to do about your book share?
Jeremy and Trina have chosen to write a play about one of the events in their
book. What other responses might be possible with the books that you've
chosen? Andrew and Greg?”

Sharing Processes and Products. The final phase of an activity period is
often given short shrift: sharing and reflecting on the activity. Observations
by Fisher and Hiebert (1990) showed that activities usually ended with an
announcement by the teacher that the time had come to change to another
subject area or with the ringing of a school bell that signaled lunchtime or
recess. An evaluation phase completed the activities in some cases but this
phase occurred with children as silent partners when the teacher graded
products after school.

In some classrooms, however, teachers paused before moving on to an-
other subject or another phase of the school day to acknowledge what chil-
dren had accomplished in activities. In observing these interactions, Fisher
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and Hiebert saw at least three benefits to these summaries of activities. First,
children’s actions during the activity period were identified as legitimate and
valued within the classroom learning community. Second, sharing or sum-
marizing highlights from the activity period required children to present
their knowledge to another audience. In this way, they were engaged in the
reconceptualization and reformulation that was described in Chapter 2 as
fundamental in children’s literacy learning. Finally, children’s comments be-
came part of the shared knowledge of the entire community. When a teacher
reinforces the strategy that Pablo used in locating a book on a new topic, this
strategy becomes recognized within the community of readers in that class-
room. On most oceasions, these times for summing up and sharing with the
community after the activity period were short—rarely more than a handful
of minutes. Teachers posed questions such as, “Who has something to tell us
about what you learned during activities today?” Children were advised to
summarize what they had learned, a difficult albeit critical skill in learning.
In some classrooms, sharing with a peer before the community share gave
children a chance to be succinct.

Extensions to Other Activities

Successful implementation of other emergent literacy classroom activities
that foreground writing, reading with a partner, or play with literacy reflect a
similar three-pronged set of actions by teachers: (a) planning the activity, (b)
communicating and monitoring during the activity, and (¢) summarizing
processes and products after the activity.

In the case of writing, the activity results in a more concrete outcome
than is likely with library activities. Even beginning kindergartners can be
engaged in a writing center for an extended period of time as they draw and
scribble. Examples of the assistance that children give one another at writing
centers have been interspersed throughout this book. For example, in Vi-
gnette 4.3, James receives advice from his peers during their interactions in
the writing center. Writing activities are illustrative of centers that, once
established, vary little in terms of their structure. Variations in a writing
center relate to the content and forms of children’s writing.

An activity where children listen to books read aloud will be relatively
stable in expectations and outcomes. As they progress through the primary
grades, the center may transform from one in which they listen to books to
one in which they make recordings of their compositions or of their favorite
books.

Play centers tend to vary more than do listening or writing centers. For
example, the play center designed to represent a veterinary clinic, described
in Vignette 7.3, will need revision to encourage continued imaginative play
and a wide range of literacy uses. The expectations of what happens at the
center will stay the same but the materials will change as the center moves
from a veterinarian’s office to a restaurant or kitchen. Without more fre-
quent adaptations, the engagement of children such as Preston in Vignette 7.3
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will wane, causing significant consequences for children’s learning and
attentiveness.

Summary

The three contexts described in this chapter—events, lessons, and activities—
form the basis for an interesting, engaging, and effective emergent literacy
program, one based on the learning principles that emphasize meaningful
engagement in reading and writing, with extensive connections to and build-
ing upon students’ oral language. The three contexts encourage and support
formal instruction as well as students’ application of learned strategies, skills,
and knowledge. The different contexts provide opportunity for the social and
public discourse described in Chapter 2 that is the basis for students’ literacy
acquisition. Further, together, these contexts provide ample opportunity for
students to appropriate and transform what they have learned as well as
make public their literacy learning. Within this variety of contexts, teachers
have ample opportunity to teach and to evaluate the outcomes of their in-
struction. They can work with small groups of students who have special
needs, with larger groups of students as they journey toward conventional
literacy, and with the entire class as they build a literacy-rich community
of learners.



chapter 8

Assessment in Early
Literacy Classrooms

VIGNETTIE 8.1:

A second-grade teacher entered the following observations into her anec-
dotal record during a reading period where many of the students were
reading in pairs:

Brooke & Larry reading a Nate the Great Story together—
switching off at each paragraph. Brooke jumps in to correct
Larry or give him a word at the slightest hesitation.

Aaron & Stewart reading—switching off after every 2 pgs.
Stewart loves the story—Kkeeps telling Aaron the next part
will be funny & chuckling as he reads aloud. Stewart is the
leader in this situation. He interrupts with immediate help
when Aaron hesitates with a word.

(Rhodes and Nathenson-Mejia, 1992, p. 504)

VIGNETTE 8.2

At the same point in the year, these were the daily journal entries of two
first graders:

I wis I had a hamsdr his name is ¢dls. I wd pl wt hma—Kristin

(I wish I had a hamster. His name is Cuddles. I would play with
him.)

IWTOM—Bobby (I went to Madison.)

(Pils, 1991, pp. 47-48)

VIGNETTE 8.3:

After the child had drawn a rainbow, she copied her label for a rainbow on
a previous page of her journal: “RNO.” The exclusion of a letter associated
with /b/ perplexed the teacher who was observing the child. Was the child
not aware of it? This teacher decided to conduct an impromptu interview.
She crouched down beside the child’s desk and asked the child to tell about
her picture and to read the words that she had written. When the child said
“rainbow” for each of her representations of this word, the teacher asked
whether the child could hear any other sounds in the word. She followed

173



174 CHAPTER 8 Assessment in Early Literacy Classrooms

her question by modeling a very slow and extended pronunciation of the
word “rainbow,” prompting the child to do the same. The child breathed a
sigh of recognition, took a red crayon, and scribbled over the O in her first
rainbow. She then wrote B and finished the word with another O—RNOBO.

(Taylor, 1991)

These examples show how assessment is embedded in the literacy con-
texts in emergent literacy classrooms. When the second-grade teacher in
Vignette 8.1 examined her anecdotal notes, she saw a consistent pattern
across the dyads: one child in each pair had assumed responsibility for fig-
uring out unknown words, instead of both children making efforts to do so.
In response, she conducted a whole-class lesson about strategies for figuring
out unknown words, encouraging all students to try these strategies when
they read with partners.

Kristin’s and Bobby’s journal entries in Vignette 8.2 proved to be rich
sources of information about their word identification skills for Linda Pils,
their teacher. Pils concluded that Kristin was aware of beginning and ending
sounds and some medial vowels and consonants, while Bobby relied on be-
ginning consonants to figure out words. Based on her observations, Pils
stressed word families when she worked with Kristin. When she worked with
Bobby, she emphasized how to include all of the letters he hears in a word.
To highlight these letters, she asked him to name the initial sound (which he
usually did with accuracy). Then, she made boxes to designate additional
letters in the word and worked with him to identify remaining letters.

Vignette 8.3 shows the value of evidence gained from informal interviews
with students. Through interviews, teachers establish children’s underlying
ideas and their metacognitive knowledge (i.e., their knowledge about how
they think language works). They also can determine a child’s potential level
of learning. Children’s potential learning is reflected in the degree to which
they are able to respond to small prompts or scaffolds. In this vignette, we
saw how the child was able to identify a major syllable in the word “rainbow”
with prompting from the teacher (see our discussion of the zone of proximal
development in Chapter 2).

This chapter elaborates on assessment that is indistinguishable from
learning, embedded within the ongoing literacy events of existing classroom
contexts. These learning events, the core of the emergent literacy program,
are the basis for determining children’s progress toward critical literacy
goals. This view of assessment emanates from the principles of learning that
have provided the foundation for our conceptualization of emergent literacy.

Literacy Assessment within an Emergent
Literacy Perspective

Just as the principles of learning have transformed views of instruction, so,
too, have these principles transformed our views of assessment. Assessment
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and testing are not synonymous. Quite the contrary. Within assessment, the
dynamic, diverse, and daily literacy occurrences of the emergent literacy
classroom are the source for information on children’s literacy learning. This
view contrasts sharply with testing, wherein tests are isolated and static
events that occur outside young children’s normal language and literacy
practices.

Literacy Learning Occurs through Meaningful Use
of Reading and Writing

Literacy, as with all language processes, is purposeful for young children.
The pairs of readers described in Vignette 8.1 illustrate peer reading as a
meaningful act. Bobby and Kristin, in Vignette 8.2, demonstrate the mean-
ingful use of literacy to document favorite possessions like a pet hamster or
favorite events such as a trip to Madison.

Because the essence of literacy use involves communicating meaning,
assessments should capture children’s literacy development within their
daily acts of using literacy to accomplish meaningful functions. Knowledge
about the strategies that children use to spell words is gained best from
examining their messages. Each type of message described in Chapter 6 can
be a source of information on how students apply the central and necessary
strategies of composing. A personal narrative such as Kristin’s in Vignette 8.2
provides insight into her ability to structure a message as well as her under-
standings of spelling-sound correspondences.

A long-held assumption among experts in testing is that children should
be assessed using tasks that can control for factors that they believe mask
pure measures of children’s literacy proficiency. Consequently, tasks are de-
signed to eliminate the effect of factors such as children’s interest and back-
ground knowledge. Unfortunately, these paper-and-pencil tests, thought to
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