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PRESCHOOLERS AS AUTHORS:
LITERACY LEARNING IN THE SOCIAL WORLD OF THE CLASSROOM
Two 3-yeer-olds, Jered and Kyle, are et the writing table in their clessroom. Jered is working
on a Yalentine for his mom. He hes just completed a picture of himself, end turns the peper over. Kyle hes
not started & text, but fistead hes been watching and talking with Jered, who now begins to write, right to
left, across the top of his peper. ( ). He starts a second line in the same direction ( ).

Watching intently, Kyle asks, “Jered? How come you always write your neme backwards?*

Jaredisloﬂhuubdmdhefmmtlystmtswritimmtlnrimtslthofhlspapu*mm
toward the left.

Tapping his paper Jared explains, “I don't! Sometimes | just write (different). * He moves his
pencil right to left across the paper. “Then ot the bottom | write it. Sometimes | wreile it at the top!” He
pointstohbottunudtopofhismulnspe&s. He adds a third ( ), fourth ( ),
and fifth line ( ), once again, right to left. Kyle continues watching.

When Jared finishes his text he reads it to Kyle, pointing to the print, right to left.(Line 1) "Once
Mm!msme.(LimZ) hiding in 8 prickle bush. (Line 3) | sew some hearts (Line 4) in 8 tree. (Line 5)

As he finishes reeding, he picks up his pencil agein and begins to write. On the right side of his
paper, next to 1ine 3 he wrrites an M, then adds another M below it, next to line S. As he adds an 0
vertically between them, he says, “Mom.” (Monday, February 3, 1986, Videotape 11)

Events such 8s this are common in many home and preschool settings where young children are
given paper and pencil, and the freedom to experiment with art end print. As a result of recent resaarch on
literacy learning in the eerly childhood year's, it is possible to recognize that Jared and Kyle have already
built considerable know ledge abott the content, processes, and purposes of writing end drawing. For
example, we can see thet the contant (both illustrations and text) of Jared's story shares many festures
with the storybooks he hes reed. Jared demonstrates that he controls many aspects of the writing process
such &s top o battom directionality, letter formation, speech/print matching, and revision strategies, and
Kyle also demonstrates awareness of the directionality of writing. Moreover, throughout the half hour it
took to complete this text, Jared keeps in mind his purpose for constructing it -- to give it to his
mother as a Yalentine. Like other preschool authors, Jared combines art, writing, and oral language to
send his message, and engages in conversstion with another perticipant as he warks.

The identificotion of w/4a¢ children like Jared and Kyle actually know about literacy has been an
important area of reseerch during the last two decades (Teale, 1986), &s has the identification of
developmental chozeges in children's literacy knowledge. Researchers interested in preschoolers’ wreiting
have described general patterns or principles children use to construct written texts (eg.,Clay, 1975;

Horsts, Woodward, & Burke, 1984), patterns in spelling development (e.g , Beers, 1980; Bissex, 1980;
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Bouffler, 1984; Herste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984; Read, 1971 ). petterns in the understanding, use,
and awareness of other printed conventions (Clay, 1975), and patterns in the ways children combine and
relate writing, art, and oral language (Dyson, 1983; Gardner,1980; Harste, Woodward, & Burke,
1984). Additionally, researchers taking a socio-cultural perspective on literacy learning have
demonstrated that what young children learn about the content, processes, and purposes of literacy reflects
the sacial interaction patterns and uses for literacy of the various cultural (Hesth, 1983), family
(Taylor, 1983), and school (Cochran-Smith, 1984) groups of which they are members.

My focus in the present study, while not entirely separate from questions of whet children know
about literacy, hes been somewhat different. In this study, | have been interested in observing sow
young children go about building literacy knowledge; thet is, my interest has been in observing and
developing theoretical descriptions of young children's literacy leerning processes The theoretical
basis for this study, in addition to the resesrch cited sbove hes been & semiotic theory of communication
(Deely, 1982; Eco, 1976, 1979; Halliday, 1978 Peirce, 1966). Because this perspective suggests that
a similar process of mesning construction underlics the “slternate literacies™ of writing and art (larste,
Woodward, & Burke, 1984; Parker, 1983), and because young children have frequently been obser-ved to
combine these communication systems in their taxts (Herste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984; Gerdner,
1980), in this study | have defined literacy broadly to include written language as well as graphic and
constructive art.

In addition, because of the growing evidence thet children actively mploy a vrfety of cognitive
strategies as they construct meening through writing ( Clay, 1975; Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982) and that
the nature and purpose of these strategies fs specific to the sociel contexts in which they are currently
writing (Herste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984) and in which they have previously lesrned sbout literacy
(Heeth, 1983; Cochran-Smith,1984; Taylor, 1983), this study is also based on a socio-psychelinguistic
perspective on literacy learning. Such a stance combines the psycholinguistic concern for identifying the
cognitive processes and strategies used in language and literacy learning ( Slobin, 1979) with the

sociolinguistic concern for identifying the cultural ly-rooted routines end meenings in which literacy
leerning is embedded (Bloome & Green, 1984).
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As Herste, Woodward, & Burke ( 1984) have sugested, 8 sucio-psycholinguistic perspective has
impor-tant methodological implications for the study of literacy learning. They point out that “in order to
understend the cognitive and linguistic aperstiuns thet take place $n language learning and use, one must
study these operations in 1ight of the contexts -~ situational and cultural -- in which that cognitive and
linguistic processing occurs™ (p. 146). To date, there have been only a few studies which have attempted
to observe how young children lesrn literacy as they interact -vith athers in their daily activities st home
or &t school. Mosi of our current evidence about the nature of the cognitive and linguistic strategies
involved in literacy leerning comes from observations of children's responses to specially designed
lterecy tasks. Ferreiroand Teberosky’s ( 1982) use of a clinical interview method patterned after
Piuget's investigations of young children’s logico-mathematical knowledge, and Beers and Henderson's
(1977) use of special spelling tests to determine the nature of children's spelling strategies are typical.
Those studies which have investigeted young children's literacy knowladge & observing them in their
usual activities at home (Baghban, 1984; Bissex, 1980) or at school (Dyson, 1983), have most
frequently focused on identifying literacy processes without systematically generating hypotheses about
the role of the social context in literacy learning. On the other hand, when reseerchers have investigeted
the social context of literacy learning (e.g., Cochran-Smith, 1984; Dyson, 1984), they have usually
chosen to focus on the social interactions in whicti literacy 1earning occurs without Systematically
investigeting the effect of these interactions on the process of constructing literacy knowladge.

In this study, my aim hes been to generate a theoretical description of children's literacy
processes which includes the role of cognitive and socis! factors in this learning. This goal is reflected in
the two broad research questions which heve guided this study:

1. How are children's understandings end use of written language and

graphic/constructive art embedded in the social worlds of their classroom?

2. How do young children explore the potentisls of these communication systems? More
specifically, whet socio-psychological strategies do they use? '

To investigate these questions it was important to understand children's perspectives on literacy events, to
observe them in the course of their usual activities, and to understand the social context of these activities.
To this end, | chese to use ethnographic techniques to observe children's literacy leerning over an 8 month
pericd 1n one preschool classroom. This paper focuses on the portion of this research aimed st
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understanding the role of social interaction in children's construction of literacy knowledge. (For a
discussion of patlerns in children's individual literacy leerning strategies, see Author, 1986).
Setting and Participants

The setting for this research was a daycare program which served the 3- and 4-yeer-old children
of faculty and steff ot a large mid-western university. Of the 21 children who perticipated in the
research, 1S were the children of faci:ity or graduste students and 6 had parents employed in staff
positions at the University. In September, 13 of the children were 3-yeer-oids and 8 were 4-yeer-olds.

This classroom was chosen specifically because the director and teachers had developed 8
curriculum which | believed to be particulerly supportive of young children's literacy lesrning. A major
aim of this program was to provide functional purposes for children to use literacy and 8 variety of
sudiences for their work. Each day during two self-selected activity periods, children were allowed to
choose how, when, and why they would perticipete in literacy activities. At these times, choices included
working at the writing table, the art table, the book area, the piano, or at other centers such as the block
ares or housekeeping corner. Typical of print-related ectivities during these periods were writing noles
to parents and classmates, writing books to be shared with the class, cresting sign-up sheets and signs,
writing reminder notes, writing stories for the class newspaper, reading trade books witi a teacher or
friend, and reading and 11stening to books on tape. Children also constructed messages through drawing,
constructive art, instrumental music, and written music.

Though many of these productions were unconventional byuhltm. the teachers respected
ond supported children’s attempts at using literacy by asking them to reed their written texts, to tell about
their pictures, and to sing or play their musicsl texts, Further, they demonstrated their respect for
children as suthors/readers/artists, ete. by providing cpportunities for public sharing of these texts in
group times and in publications such as the class newspaper and by’ giving children responsibility for
using print in important ways in classroum activities (e.g., writing name cands for the classroom pet
show). Teachers provided literacy demonstrations by authoring their own written, artistic, and musical
texts at the learning centers. They also acted as audience for the texts children were producing. In this
way, children were encouraged to leern sbout literacy by using it and by watching their teachers and peers
uss t, and literacy instruction was embedded in informal discussions about in-process authoring

8
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activities. Though teachers frequently provided children witn a varfety of types of information about
litu‘u:y.ﬂmdisumimmuﬂdhqnlimmmmmmﬂm made as they worked on their
own texts or watched others, rather than from teecher~directed group lessons sbout literacy skills.
Deta Collection end Analysis Procedures

Deta cotlection and dats analysis were intertwined in this study. As Lincoln and Guba { 1985) have
suggested, in ethnographic studies “dsta analysts must begin with the very first data collection in order to
facilitate the emergent design, grounding of theory, and emergent structure of Ister data collection phases”
(p.242). As seen in Table 1, this research proceeded through four phases in which the focus and
techniques of data collection, the amount of time spent in the classroom, and the dats analysts techniques

veried A brief description of these sctivities is provided below. (For additions) details, see Author,
1986.)

Insert Table 1 about tere.

Phase 1: Field Entry

In the first phase of rasearch, lesting one month, | enterad the clessroom and focused on becoming
familiar with the setting, negotistirg my role with the children and teachers, determining the range and
location of clessroom literacy events, and deciding on a data collection unit. My major data collection
techniques during this period were (8) perticipant/observation, (b) writing field notes, methodological
notes, and theoretical notes after leaving the classroom, (c) collecting artifects from ciassroom literacy
events, and (d) conducting informa) interviews with the teachers.

To fecilitate my acceptance as part of the classroom community and to allow me o become familier
with literacy activities in al) parts of the school day, | participated at the Center four ful) days per week in
activities ranging from smal) and large groups, to “free choice” time activities, outdoor play, transitions,
ond trips to the library. Initially, | adopted & reactive field entry strategy (Corsaro, 1985) in which |
entered activities and conversations only in response the children's or teachers’ interactions. However,
within the first two weeks | shifted to an interactiv~ stance more like that of the teachers. That is, | talked
with children as they worked st the literacy centers, | authored my own pictures, notes, books, etc., | read
books, | faciliteled children's work by helping them get needed materfals and space for their work , and |
medisted any problems which the children could not resolve by themselves. However, my role differed

Poy
q
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from thet of the classroom teachers in three major ways: (a) | rarely directed group activities, (b) |
spont the major ity of my time observing and participating in literacy activities at the learning conters,
and(c) 1 consistently used a varfety of tachniques to record classroom events. Overall, the children
viewed me 85 3n assistant teacher-.

During my first weeks at the Center | rare’y took notes in the classroom, choosing to concentrate
instead on building relationships with the chiidren. However, | did make notes about the day’s events
during nap time, and again shortly after leaving the center. These field notes were completed and expanded
eech evening. | a'so recorded methodological notes containing my reflections on dats collection procedures,
and theoretical notes describing my intiial questions and hypotheses related o literacy leerning. In
addition, | collected literacy products such as notes, letters, pictures, etc. by saving those the children
gove me, and xeraxing others ::nich | hed seen produced. Throughout this phase | had many informal
conversations with the teachers aimed at understanding their perspectives on the literacy learning of
individusl children and on classroom activities.

Data analysis during the field entry period primarily consisted of week ly reviews of field notes.
From these reviews came two methadological decisions. First, because | had observed that children's
activities involving writing, reeding, drawing, and constructive art occurred most often at the writing
table, art table, and the book ares, | decided that | should concentrate subsequent observations on children's
self-selected literacy activities in these arees during the morning and afternoon free choice times. In
eddition, since children's interactions with each other and their teachers during group activities served as
important background for understanding self-selected text production events, | decided to observe how
literacy wes used in group activities as well. A second methodological decision involved the definition of 8
deta collection unit. Because | felt | had the mast togain from defining //teracy events broedly, |
decided that | would observe children from the time they arrived ot a literacy center until they left for
another center to begin & different kind of activity -- a definition similar to the one Corsaro ( 1985) used
to cefine interactive events in his ethiographic study of friendships in a preschool setting. in situstions
where one child left the center while others remained, or where children continued an activity in snother

mofthemn,l(bcitbdtnfmmﬂxeethmostclosalyrelotedtomwpotmlwaswrrantly
developing.
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Phase 2: 1deatifying Pattorns and Developing Hypotheses

TMMpImofﬂnsthmothstﬂofmmﬂmwﬂh in the cles=room and continued
for three months. My focus during this period was on identifying petterns in the literacy learning of
individual children and in the social interactions in which learning was embedded. In order to collect
information on children's taxt production activities and social interactions during literacy events, |
perticipsted in the classroom 3 full days per week and began o use a variety of new data collection
techniques in addition to those used during Phase 1. | bagen to record the literacy events in which |
participated by jotting own brief field notes in the classroom, and by using audiotape and photography. |
also began to use informal interview techniques to gain information from the children about their text
construction processes, their: literacy learning strategies, and their intended meenings for unconventional
texts. During this phase | begen providing the teachers with copies of my expanded field notes and the
ar@ifacts | hed collected, and we began meeting on a regular basis for indefinite triangulation sessions
(Cioour=1, 1974; Denzin, 1978). In these meetings, and in informal conversations in the classroom, they
responded to my interpretations of classroom events, and shared their own observations of children’s
literacy learning,

Data analysis during this phase consisted of bi-monthly reviews of my field notes, methodological
notes, theoretical notes, and literacy artifacts and served three main purposes. First, | revirwed my
methodological notes to estimate the obtrusiveness of the new dats collection techniques, and to pian
edjustments in data collection procedures. Second, | reviewes my field notes and artifacts to determine the
relative representation of each of the 21 children and the communication systems of writing and art in the
data. This informetion was used to quide subsaquent deta collecticn decisfons so that the data would be as
representative as passible. Third, | reviewed my field notes, artifacts, and theoretical notes to identify
patterns in my observations, and to generate working hypotheses about literacy learning. Yo do this | used
the constant comperative method s described by Glaser & Strauss ( | 967).

In using the constant-comparative method my first step was to reread each new entry in my field
notes and to make marginal notations describing the category or categories which that event represented.
All categories wers generated from the deta in this way rather than being selected 2 o7 /ori When
categories generated in earlier reviews were applied to new observation, | compared the new entry to
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previous ones coded In thet category. As | moved to each new entry, | followed a similar pattern of reading,
categor izing, and compering it to others. New catogor-ies were generated when needed, At the end of sach
review, | stopped to write a theoretical summary which described the properties of the new categorjes, and
which speculated on the links betwean the patterns observed in the date. At the end of Phase 2, 1 conducted
on extensive review of the categories and hypotheses generated in this feshion. This snalysis yielded an
inventory of almast 40 tentstive hypotheses developed during the first 4 months of
participant/observation. This list of hypotheses became the basis for theoretical sampling in Phas: 3 of
the study.

Phase 3: Theorstical Sempling

The primary focus of the third phase of data collection was the use of theoretical ssmpling to
further develop and refine the hypotheses generated in the first 4 months of research. Using the inventory
of hypotheses generated at the end of Phase 2, | dstermined which hypotheses already had s strong base of
support in the data, and which ones needed to be explored further. | used this list as a basis for focusing
my data collection during the next 2 months. During this perod, | continued to participate as a
teacher/researcher 3 days per week , and to use the deta collection methods previously introduced. i also
began to videotape classroom iiteracy events, focusing primerily on seif-selected Iiteracy events st the
writing table, art table, easel, and book ares, and on teacher -directed group time activities.

Data analysis involved weskly reviews of field notes and videotapes to determine the types of
events which should be targeted as high priority for theoretical sampling the next week. The use of the
constant comparative method for generating grounded ivpotheses continued as in Phase 2. Methodological
notes were also reviewed to estimate the obtrusiveness of the videotape equipment. Though few problems
were observed after the first few deys of videotaping, minor adjustments were made to minimize the effect
of the equipment on children's usual literacy activities. After the initial adjustment period, comparison of
the video deta to eerlier sudio data revealed no differences in children's interactiot patterns.

Phase 4: Field Exit

During this phase, the focus of my reseerch efforts turned from dets collectici to data analysis.
Over a perjod of 2 months, | graduslly reduced the amount of time | spent in the clessroom, finally settling
on 2 mornings per week. Using field notes, sudio tape, and collection of artifacts | focused my attention on

10
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collecting data which would support, extend, or challenge the patterns | was pursuing in data anatysis.
Also during this period, | conducted exit interviews with the teachers to discuss the theoretical beliefs
guiding their curriculum. We also continued indefinite triangulation sessions to discuss our observations
of the childrer’s literacy learning.

During these last months in the classroom, and continuing after | withdrew from the setting, deta
analysis involved transcription and microsociolinguistic analysis of the videotape dota, as well as
additional analyses of the field notes and artifacts to refine hypotheses about literacy leerning. { See the
Appendix for the transcription conventions used in the examples included in this paper.) My first focus in
this analysis was the role of soctal interaction in the literacy learning process. After repested viewings of
the 50 events videotaped at the writing table, | developed seven categories to descrribe patterns of
porticipation during literecy events ot this center. | refined thess categor ies by transcribing three events
in each category, and by conducting 8 micr osociolinguistic analysis of the speech styles usad by adult and
child participants. Similar procedures were used to determine the fit of these categoriss for the 22
events videotaped st the art table. From these analyses | identified participants' roles in literacy
activities, and developed hypotheses about the rqle of social interaction in literacy leerning.

A second eim of data analysis was to refine my hypotheses about the nature of children's individual
literecy learning processes during these events. To this end, | first crested an inventory of my existing
hypotheses and recordad instances from the dets which supported them. The results of this review
suggested thet | take two approaches to data analysis. First, | tracked individuel children through my field
notes, artifacts, sudiotepes, and videotapes to observe how their learning progressed across time. This
procedure served as a thorough review of all of the data and allowed me to identify themes in their
learning. Second, | decided to refine and expand my trypotheses about literacy learning processes by in-
depth study of the deta from which each hypothesis wes generated. Though | used deta from all phases of the
research, | found the videotape data most helpful in allowing me to form new insights because it allowed me
to see children's text production processes, to observe their physical activities, and to heer their
comments. Through repuatedviewingsoﬂlnevmisrelatndtomhofmyhypothm, | generated more

detailed descriptions of literacy learning, and generated groundud hypotheses about the nature of this
process.

11
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A final task which informed my data snalysis, a member check (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), sccurred
after the completion of the first draft of the initiel report of this resesrch (Author, 1986). Since the age
of the children participating in this study prevented sharing the report directly with them, | asked the
teachers and director of the Center to respond to my description of life and leerning in this setting. They
expressad strong support for my eccounts of classroom events, and provided suggestions for minor
changes. This information was used in revising final accounts of the research.

Trustworthiness

The trustworthiness of the conclusions drawn from this study has been safeguarded in & number of
ways. in an attempt to increase the credibility of my conclusions | have engaged in a prolonged period of
perticipant/observation, triangulated dete collection methods and sources, met frequently’ with 8 peer
debriefer, used the constant comparative method of dets analysis, used the data collection methods of
udiotape, videotape, and collaction of artifacts, and completed a member check at the end of tha reseerch
process. Rclid:ilityofthlsrmhmbmstrmmbyﬂwuaofwlmpimmmmm
collection and by systematic procedures for observing and collecting information about children's literacy
learning.

Observed Patterns:

The Nature of Social interaction in Children's Self--Selected Literacy Events

As indicated above, dets analysis in this study involved not only identifying patterns in the data,
but also generating theoretical propositions aimed at describing the 1iteracy learning processes of the 3-
and 4-yeer-~olds who participated in the study. This section describes five data patterns which
demonstrate the the relationships between socisl interaction and children’s literacy learning in this
clessroom. These patierns relate to (a) the types of social interaction involved in self-selected literacy
ectivities (b) the neture of euthor/audience conversation during individual text production events, (c)
the manner in which children used other authors’ demonstrations in their texts, (d) the nature of
suthor/co-author: conversation during the production of shared texts, and (e) the nature of the shared
literacy knowledge formed by members of this clessroom community. Following the description of these

petterns, | will discuss the theoretical propositions | have generated from this data to describe the role of
socfal interaction in literacy learning.
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General Patteras of Socisl Interaction

in a classroom where social interaction and cooperative learning are encouraged, it is not
surprising thet children and adults at the writing and art tables are simost slways engaged in 8 social
exchangs of some kind. Ina clm whers literacy activities are highly valucd, it is also not surprising
thet the arees devoted to text production should function s important centers for social interaction. In
this setting, most of the students visited the writing table or art table st some time during the two long
work periods to produce 8 text or to interact with others who were wrriting or drawing. Conver-sations ot
the literacy centers focused around four mejor topics: (8) authoring, (b) social relationships, (c) access
to space and materfals, and (d) other personal concerns and interests. Through conversstion, participants
accomplished & var iety of relsted social and cognitive goels.

Since one of my purposes in this study wes to describe how literacy learning was embedded in
socisl interactions, an importent goal was to unravel this tangle of interactions in order to see its role in
literacy learning. As s first step in this process, I described the ways adults and children participeted in
literacy events at the wrriting and art tables. My gosl was to identify the patterns of participation which
were common across literacy events and to descrribe the types of interactions which characterized them.

As a participent in this classroom, | noticed that different types of social interaction occurred et
each of the literacy centers, depending on the types of projects the participants had underway, and the
types of sccial agendas they pursued. To further develep the general hypothesis that children's self-
selected literacy activities were embedded in several different types of social events, | chose 10 videotapes
of activities at the writing table which seemed to represent widsly verying types of interactions. From
repeated viewings of these tapes | generated 8 list of seven perticipation patterns which was subsequently
refined and tested on the 40 remaining events videotaped at the writing teble. Though | was prepared to add
categor ies to describe interactions st the art table, the seven categories generated from the writing table
data proved general enough to describe the interactions related to the preduction of graphic texts at the ert
tabie, &= well.

Because activity at each of these ceniters slmost always involved both text production and social
interaction, | chose to use a combination of social and text production features to identify these patterns.

As seen in Table 2, the first four patterns describe interactions occurring when suthors gethered to work

13



Preschovlers as Authors 12

and talk about their /7a/v/dual texts. The fifth and sixth interaction patterns describe participants’
sttempts to coordinate-their activities so thet shared texts resulted, and the seventh pottern describes
encounters between authors and persons not working at the center-.

insert Table 2 about here.

Overall, text production was the focus of tnteraction in most events occurring t the three
literacy centers. As children and aduits participated st these centers they frequently shifted stences from
author to audience in this study, | identified participants as avsors when they produced their own
graphic or written texts, and es audiences when they cbserved the texts or text production processes of
others. In soms activities, perticipenits also worked 83 co-aut/fors to creete common activity or text.
Each of these roles (i.e., author, sudience, and co-author) was isken by both children and adults.
Patterns in Author/Audiencs Conversation

Because the focus of this study was on lileracy lesrning, | wes particularly interested in the
manner in which children and aduits played the roles of suthor and audience in these events. Asa
porticipant and researcher it was obvious to me that conversation was an important pert of both roles.
Therefore, in order to descrribe more specifically how participants affected one another's text production
and literacy lesrning, | conducted a microsociolinguistic analysis of the conversations occurring between
authors and their audiences. Since there hed been considerable work on the interactive styles used in
conversation between children and adults and between peerss in preschool settings, | developed a tentative
list of speech styles from the work of Cook-Gumperz ( 1981 ; Cook-Gumper2 & Corssro, 1977) and
Corsaro (1977, 1979), and then modified it to account for the types of exchanges occurring in the centers
where | focused my observations. This analysis allowed me to identify more specifically the interactive
roles of participents, and to drew some conclusions about the similarities and differences in the roles
taken by adults and children.

Through microanalysis of conversations occurring during each of the six major types of literacy
events, | concluded thet authors and sudiences hed cherecteristic conversational styles. Withafew
exceptions (e.g., clarification requests), microanslysis of adult and child speech in these events indicated
that styles of talk were more related to the roles participants played, than to their ages. By comparing the
range of speech styles used by children and adults as they acted as authors and sudiences in the sample of
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events selected for microsnalysis, | observed thet in situstions where participants’ roles were reversed,
30 were many festures of their talk. Thus, the suthor-sudience interaction patterns listed in Teble 3

describe the ways both adults and children played these roles. Additional information about these patterns
is provided below.

insert Table 3 about here.

In this classroom, as authors sat together ot the writing and art tables, they often spontaneously
entered the flow of conversation to fa/£ sbout their work Sometimes they announced their intentions
for their products or m,m%&imﬁinmmtwmmmmmmwmm
makeamap. At other times children interr-upted the conversation to excitedly share their newest
discoveries, 8s Ginny did when she first produced s “dot rainbow.” On this occasion she had besn drawing
rainbows on a piece of screp paper coverad with small printed circles. As she colored in the dots around
the outside edge of the rainbow, she recognized that she hed produced 8 new form. “Hey look! Hey Debbie!"
shecelled tome. “This isadotted orange rainbow. 1t'sadot rainbow!™ In this classroom authors often
talked about their work with those sround them.

In the same way, audiences often spontaneously asked questions of authors working neorby
in order to understand their we: 'k better or to follow up on hypotheses they were forming about the content

of the text or the text production processas being used. Exchanges like to following one between Victor and

Christina were common.

Exampile 1: Drawing a Tall Father
Monday, Jsnuary 20, 1986 (VT 3)

Yictor: What you makin'? Your daddy?

Christing: My mother. My mother. [She points to the already completed figure.] Then
I'm makin' my deddy with two shoes. [She begins a second figure by drawing shoes.]
Yictor: Why is he all big?

Christing: Because he's toll!

Yictor: Did he est too much -~ Did he eat some food, too much?

Christing: No!

Victor: Ohl Did he just grow?

Christing: (1 guess. | don't know.) Here's his body. Then his neck. [She draws these parts
as she talks.}

In this case Yictor's stance as audience ailowed him to check his interpretation of the sutject portrayed in
Christina’s text, and then to explore the relstion between graphic size and physical size.

ERIC 15
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Audiences 8lso sought Information about an suthor s text by offering tentative
interpretetions in the form of statements rather then questions. For example, in one episode at the writing
table | offered my guess about Ginny’s text as & way of encouraging her to talk about her work: °| bet Ginny
s making rainbows with sunshine. s thet right?" Though both questions and statements often presented
the audience’s perspective on the text, authors in this classroom maintained ownership of their texts; that
s, as authors they maintained the right to describe their intentions and the outcomes of their literacy
activities. In this instance, Ginny responded, “I'm making rainbows with a spider. And this is the spider
web and these ere rainbows. And the rainbows don't like the spider web.* As these exchanges between
Ginny and | (and between Yictor end Christing) iliustrate, suthors responded (o sudience questions
and interpretive statements by providing information about their texts and authoring activities, and by
discussing the hypotheses raised by the audience. In some cases these conversations led author's to 2xpand,
clerify, or revise their texts.

Audiences also sometimes o/7sred solicited or unsolicited suggestions sbout authors’ text
production activities. For example, when Sarah told me that she had wreitten to Susie, one of her teachers,
several times but had received no reply, | suggested that she write Susie once more to remind her to
onswer her letters. In another instance, | used a suggestive statement as Christina hung her map up over
the writing table: “You better write some words to tel) al the friends [children] what that is.” In neither
case did the girls act on my suggestions. In this classroom, all suthors, whether adults or children,
understood that they could choose to act on audience suggestions according to their current interests and
goals for their texts.

Ancther interaction pattern | observed in the deta, was the tendency for authors to describe
their in-process suthoring actlvities tiwough a kind of running monologue. This served o keep
their audience informed about their activities, and was more common when suthors were sware that
Soreone was porticulerly interested in their work. For instance, in the example used in the introduction
of this paper, Kyls spent almost 15 minutes watching Jared work on his picture and story. When Jared
finished writing, he held his paper up for Kyle to see, then reed the message. When he finished, b added a
word, naming the letters as he wrote. Through most of this event, Kyle watched without comment.
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Descriptive monologues of this type often served to maintain socisl contact with an observer, though no
immediate response was required or expected from the sudfence.

Two other interaction patterns involved authors’ requests to their audiences for assistance or
evaluation. When authors encountered text-related problems, 8 frequent strategy was to reguest
#s5sistance from someone working neerby. Because authors had, on other occasfons, acted as sudiences
for the work of their peers and teachers, they were able to use their knowledge of the expertise of other

participants in making these requests. For instance, the conversation in Example 2 occurred after Kyle

had watched Jered draw hearts and write words on his own paper.
Example 2: “Meke My Heert"
Monday, February 3. 1986 (YT 11)

After trying to draw a heart, Kyle asks “Could you please make my heart?”

“Well, hearts go like this!® Jered tells him as he uses iis finger to trace the
shape of one of the hear'ts on his peper.

“1 meen, | can't do that,” Kyle answers.

Jared looks st Kyle's paper. “Oh, you made it the wrong way!” He draws 8 heart
8s Kyle watches.

“Put the inside the heerts, Kyle requests. "Would you write K?"

Jered begins to write and say, "K."

“Y L E,” Kyle prompts as Jared finishes writing the rest of the letters.

As this exsmple illustrates, one part of the author's role ié. learning how to make requests for help so thet
they ere understood, and one part of the sudience’s role is listening and observing carefully in order to
provide needed assistance.

Not only did suthors make requests for assistance, but they 81so sometimes asted te/r
audience (o evaluale their work. Sersh's question to Andy was typical: “Andy, don't you think this
rose is pretty?” In this case she received no response, because Andy was only stopping at the writing table
briefly as he moved to another center. Depending on the situation, children received both positive and
negative feedback from their peers. However, when adults served ss eudience, children simost always
received positive evalustions of their texts. Audiences sometimes also o/7erad unsolicited
evalualtions of the texts or processes they were observing. Adults frequently included positive
evaluations (e.g., "What & neet idea!”) as part of their conversation about children's texts. Though it was
less frequent, when children acted as sudience for thefr peer's and teechers they also spontaneously offered
positive and negative evaluations of their texts (e.g., Sarah to Ginny: “That's pretty curly hair”).
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Evaluutlvastdunmtsmwadbyhothmmmmmltstosml support for the author, a3 much as to
give approval for their work.

Exchonges of texts between suthors and oudiences, )ike evaluation requests and statements,
served an important socfal function st the wreiting and art tables. Authors’ gave their texts to others not
only to send them messages, but also to initiate positive face-to-face interactions about their texts. A
com’non activity &t the writing and art tables was the praduction of texts to be sent as “mail” in another
perticipent’s classroom mailbax. The usus) interactive routine involved the suthor in completing a note
and notifying the recipient that he or she “hed mail.” Reciptents would then retrieve the notes from their
mailbox and talk with the author about them -- often asking them to read it. This routine was used by both
adults and children as a means of starting positive interactions with others. As with requests for
evaluation, children could be most sure of positive responses from adults.

One final pattern noted in the speech of authors, involved se/7-directed talk rether then
conversation directed toward an outer sudience. In some cases, | ¢zzrved that both adult and child authors
served as their own audiences as they talked to themselves. This pattern occurred most frequently when

they feced 8 particularly difficult problem, as Andy did whes: he struggled to use the stapler to make & book

out of several pictures he had drawn.
Exemple 3: Stapling a Book
Tuesday, February 4, 1986 (Y7 11)

thstmllmalwnmm.ﬂr»/mMsm.mlytoﬂmtmtmemm«a
page is not caught. mummsmmmmmme. When he checks the
results agein he notices something surprising -- the middie page is attached to the other's,
but from the side of the book which is ususlly left open.

“Wait a minute,” he says 1o himself. “Wait 8 minute. Look!™ he ssys softly as he
peers intently at the book.

In this case and in others, authors used self-directed speech to xpress their private thoughts, and to help
them organize their author ing activities. |

As the preceding discussion illustrates, the conversetional roles of suthors and sudiences were
interdependent. By definition, when participants talked with one ancther about on-going text production
ectivities, they sssumed the role of either author or eudience, and assigned the opposite role to their
conversational pertner. But these roles were related in snother way as well; that is, participants usually
shifted stances from author to audience within the same event as they suthored their own texts and talked
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with others about the texts being constructed around them. Therefore, audiences listened and watched
using their own experience as authars. Authors wrote and drew using their experjence as sudiences.
Regerdiess of stancs, participants were gathering information which could be usad Ister: in their in own
text production activities and in their interactions with other authors.

Patterns in Childron's Uses of Demonstrations

A third pettern reflecting the influence of sociel interaction on children's literacy learning
involved the menner in which children used the demonstrations of other authors in their own texts.
Smith (1982) has described demonstrations as acts and artifacts which display “what can be done and how"
{p. 101). My observations in this study indicate that literacy demonstrations also showed children w/y -
- for what purposes -~ they might use wreiting and art, 8s well. When participants at the literacy centers
suthored their own texts, talked about their work, or left physical traces of these activities in the form of
books, pictures, efc., they were providing demonstrations for their audiences.

By tracking the manner in which children et the art and writing tables linked their texts to those
of other authors, | identified two ways in which children used these demonstrations. In the first and most
frequently observed pettern, children used content or processes demonstrated by other euthors es the
beginning points for their own texts. As they worked on their pieces, they recognized the potential for
combining some elements of the demonstration with elements from their own experience so that the result
fit the text wor1d they were cresting. Thet is, they usod demonstrations to help them generate idees for
topics or processes which would later be modified, expanded or revised as they consiructed their own texts.
In these cases, children used demonstrations as springboards for developing and exterging their existing
idees, and for helping them explore new aspects of literacy. Example 4 illustrates how Hang and Christine

used my demonstration es a springboard for exploring exclamation points in new ways.
Exomple 4: Exclamation Points
Februery 25, 1986 (VT 28,29)

One of the nap teachers is in the hospital, so we ere meking a "Get Well* book for her. Kira
wetches a3 | write my message, “Dear Caro!, We hope you get well SOON 1 | | (Artifact 4A).

As | write the last word, | read the letters out loud “S 0 0N, exclamation point, exclomation
point, exclamation point. Because | want her to get well soon!” Hana asks me what it says, and | read the
message again.

Kira struggles with the word and adds, “And this is extamotion point. How come?”

“Put three cause it's big letters Hana

“Because | want her to get well really, reslly, really soon. | want to emphasize that,” | expisin.
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Mwewkmmmrwmmmlmmlmsqmn,mmmm. Then Christine who is
working at the other side of the table joins the conversation. "1 have to put too much exclamation points,*
She says es she begins to write exclamation points under her name. (Artiiect 48) (6) “Look, Debbie,
look! 1 did just 1ike you didi® She adds more exciamnation points.

Now Hane begins her picture for Carol. (Artifact 4C) When she s finished she shows it to Susfe,
one of the classroom teachers. “Cerol's reslly gonne like this ona,” she says. “There's 8 question mark -

“Exclamation point,” Susie corrects.

"--exclamation point becsuse | reslly went her {0 gt well quicker|”

Artifact 4A Artifact 4B ) Artifact 4C

In this example, Christina and Hena produce texts which sre related to, but not limited to my
demonstration of “what they might draw." Christins uses my idee of writing inside a rainbow, and the
element of the exclamation point, but combines these elements with her own content (i.e., her name) to
construct a new message. Similarly, Hana's text shares with mine the elements of rainbows, heerts, and
exclamation points, but each has been used in new ways. In foct, both girls have given the exclamation
point a decorative as well as a message function -- a use not foreshadowed in my demonstration.

While children most frequently used demonstrations as starting points for their texts, in some
instances they tried o 7sproduce as much of the demonstrated content and processes as possible in their

own work. Reproductive uses of demonstrations are illustrated in Example S below.
Exomple 5: Music and Robots
Tuesdey, February 25, 1986 (VT 28)

Working at the writing table, Katie has just written 4 blue querter notes on the ieft of the first
line of staff paper. smstnpstolmkothu'wkmﬂmsleclsapiecsofstatimwﬂhrohotsprimed

(3) (% % %) but that's not pretty,” Katie replies 8s she puts the paper back et Chreistine's place
and continues her work. Now she uses the red marker to color the square in the center of the robot's chest.
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With Christine walching, mnmummalmmmtmmmmmmm
to color sections of the robots. She uses green, orange, and yellow. (4) After finishing the yellow notes
umwmmwmmmmmmmmpmmtotmmmslm.mmmmof
the first line of "Hark the Hersld Angels sing.” She tells Christine, (S) “Then | hevetosay, ‘La1ala lala,
lale,ls, 1o, Thlslastsmslrmtomemau\e'falalama'wﬁeofwthsﬂall&" She selects a
brown marker. (6) “I'll do it with brown. 11 do it on this robot. Il put it on his tummy,” she says,
pointing to the second rabol. (7) “First the tune.” She draws brown notes and then colors the robot.

MWMImdmmmmmst. She arranges her papers just as she hes
mem--Mmmhmmmmmﬂnrm She begins by drawing two blve
querter notes. mummammamm-mmrmwcmmmmmmet
the can. smmmmmwrmsmmmmoomunm'sm

Their work continues. mmmummmmmmmmmmw
green, then brown, orange, blue, yellow, green, and yellow again. Katie is now cerefully coloring entire
robots blus, red, arange, purple, and yellow without gatting out of the lines.

M clean-up time Kyle stops to walch Christina. (11) “Whet are you making?" he asks her.

(12) “Whet Katie was making,” she replies.

e ‘éls) "Did Katie make some like thet, to0?" | ask, joining the conversation as | help straighten
tab

{14) “Yesh."

(15) “Whet's it say?" 1 ask.

(16) “No! It doesn’t say anwthingi® she answers.

(17) “What does it do then?"

(18) “It's -- That's musical notes.”

(19) "Oh! sc its & tune then."

In this event, Christina repraduces as much of the content and process of Katie's demonstration as possible.
She cerefully observes not only w/st Ketie is writing and drawing, but also Aow she is accomplishing it.
When Cnristine begins her second pisce of music, she makes eech group of notes a different color just as
Ketie has done. She also uses Katie's procedure of writing notes then coloring a por-tion of a robot before
putting the cap back on the marker and choosing another color-.

In this classroom there was no injunction against “copying", neither was there encouragement to
stick closely to the demonstrations presented by others. Instead, children were free to choose whether, and
how, they used demonstrations. | observed that children often chose to use demonstrations conservatively
when they were beginning to explore new content or processes, when their work had been negatively
evaluated by another euthor, snd when they wanted to form friendship relationships with other auihors at
the table. In most ather cases, they selected, modified, and expanded elements of the demonstrsation as
described above. As children worked together , they came to see their peers and teschers as resources for
help and ideas. However, children's uses of demonstrations ranged from attempts at rep:-oduction to
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radical transformation and synthesfs of demonstrated elements. In the social context of this authoring
community both were accepted strategies for text production.
Patterns in Author/Co-suthor Conversstion

A fourth date pettern which helped to describe the ways social interaction effected children's
literacy learning involved events where authors agreed to work together to co-author a single text. These
events were much less frequent than those where perticipents authored individusl texts, and were usually

initiatec by adults. The excerpts presented below are typicsl of adult-initioted events of this type.
Example 6: /£ Didn°t Frighten Me

Wednesday, Februery 19, 1986 (VT 24)

Eorlier in the week, | brought /7 Dicn ‘'t £righten Me by Jenet Goss and Jerome Harste ( 1981)
{0 share with the class. Sineethed\ildmInvohemrauﬁmmwmitwitho‘eotmjayment.l
decide to write my own version of this book when | join Kira, Yictor and Tokku at the art table. | begin
without comment.

(2) “Hey Victor, wenta hels me write a page in my book? §'m writingen /¢ Didn 't Frighten
Me book.” He comes over to see whet I'm doing. (3) “What kinds of things should 1 put in my tree?” |
sk, showing him pege 1.

(4) "Abear!” Kira suggests.

(S) “Write sdinosaur,” Victor says.

(6) “The beer," Kira repeots.

(7)"Writa the dinosaur,* Victor insists.

(8) “Write the words thet say dinossur?” | ask.

(9) “Well, just write the dinosaur,” he repeets pointing to the tree already drawn on the page.

(10) “Oht Write -- draw 8 picture of him?"

(11) He nods his heed.

(12) “Hum." 1 pause, then | quickly reread the text, running my marker under the words. “One
pitch black very dark night, right after Mom turned out the light, I looked out my window only 1o see a --
Should we tell what color dinosaur it's gonna be?"

(13) “Um, purple,” Victor decides.

(14) "0K ;8 purple dinossur up in my tree.” Both Victor and Tokku are watching as | write.

(15) “Write the dinossur*, Yictor repeats. He chooses & purple marker and hands it to me as |
finish the words.

(16) "Will you write the dinossur? | can't. Write the dinosaur,” Victor says.

(17) As 1 begin to draw, | suggest, “I'1 draw this picture, you think about what you wanta draw on

the next page.”
(pl?) “You draw the dinoseur ,” Victor repests as he leans over the book.

(29) "Kira, what should | put on my next page of my /¢ Didn‘t Frighten Mebook ? | have a
purple dinosaur.” | hold the first page open so she can see. Then | turn to page 2 and read, “One pitch black
very dark ni trimtaﬂerﬂolnturmdomtlnlimt.llookedwtmywindnmlytoeeeo--"

(30) “Um, I want only to do the end. | liketheend,” she tellsme. Kira particularly likes the way
the published version ends with an ow) oappear-ing as the one character which frightens the boy in the story.

Christopher returns from the booksheif carrying the published version of /7 O/dn 't Frighten
/e Opening to the second picture, he says (36) “There! There.”

{ look at the book. (37) “Oh! The goblin. That would be fun. We can put & goblin on --"

But Christopher is gone. He leaves the table following Kira and calling her name. (38) "Kira!
Kira! The goblin! The goblin!® When she finally stops to look, he shows her the book.
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She calls from the next table. (39) “The goblin, the goblin, Debbie!”
‘(_ﬂ) "0K, maybe I'l] put thet on the next page,” | respond s | continue to wreite.

Wﬂmm3m4m1mmthsimlhrmummmamd,pidures,mroles
oeach of us will take. Klmlu&slnttnpwllslmmmmdmsasamlemtmmms. Asl
write, Christopher talks about the differences between this witch and the one in the Wizard of 0z, which
hes been on television the night before. For page 4 Christine chonses a “dogo” dinoseur. | ask her how to
spell “dogn”, and she dictates DODO. m,mlntheMMWamMmtmbmkm
tellsmeltsrmldsw'dxp'lt&edd'@'.mmdmtrnspelllmto'm. I tell her | don't know
mgmmmmuikesoshealsommpmm While she is drawing, Mary tells us it is
time to clean up. | begin straightening the table, and supgest that Christine also finfsh writing the text. As
lleavatlntabletomunpublislndbod:hwkmﬂnmmlf,uristlmmllsmm. She then uses
the book to help her write the last phrase; "It didn’t frighten me!” Four peges are complete as we go

In co-authored events, a participant acting &s “first author" (usually the adult) took
responsibility for launching and supporting the project ir the follow the ways:

(o) Thefirsteutha‘fa'medemm idea for the text, introduced the idea to others, and

requested their perticipation as co-authors. (e.g , my initiation of the /¢ D/an

Frighten Me book, end requests thet children join the project.)

(b) The first suthor coordinated the contr ibutions of the co-authors 9o thet the text would

be cohesive and 5o that opportunities to perticipete were shared. (e.g., my sttempts to

structure the text like the originel by including the color of the cheracters at ( 12) ond

my choice to include 8 wide variety of children in the project.)
As perticipants formed their own visions for how the text should be constructed, responslbﬂlties became
increasingly more shared and the organizational function of the first suthor's role became Jess important.
Over the courss of the event preseited above, children moved from making suggestions in responses to my
requests for their help, to making unsolicited suggestions which expanded the text in new directions. As
idees were traded more freely, the responsibility for writing and drawing became more shared as well. As
children observed others meking additions to the text, they were able to get a better idea of the form and
content of the project underway, and to propose their own ideas as possible directions for the text.

Though the co-authors’ roles varied depending on their femiliarity with the praject and their
areas of expertise, in general, they worked much as they did when they authored their own individual
texts. (See Table 3.) Two aspects were added to the co-authoring role, however.

(a) Co-suthors overtly negotisted their participatory roles throughout the event. (eg.,
Kira's suggestion at (30) that she help with end of the book rather than page 2.)

(b) Co-~authors triad to convince their collsagues thet their suggestions would be good

additions to the text. (eg., Christopher's efforts at ( 36-40) to convince Kira and me that
Page 2 of our book should contain a goblin like the published version.)
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in the process of co-authoring a text, the participents developed ways of working together which allowed
them to request the perticipstion of others, to request advice and assistance with specific textual
problems, to offer their own idees for the text, to ergue for the inclusion of these idees, to negotiate
perticipatory roles they felt comfortable with, and to validate and support their co-euthors’ work by
building ofT it as they made their own suggestions.

Patteras in Shered Literacy Knowledge

A fifth data pettern which informed my effort t understand the role of social interaction in
Mteracy learning was my observation thet the children, teachers, and | had built common understandings
about iteracy events. Helliday ( 1975) hes termed the part of the meaning potential which language users
ossociate with a particuler context of situstion the register for that event. In this setting, teachers and
children had formed shared registers for literacy events which included what types of activities were
appropriste, how these activities could be sccomplished, and what purpeses literacy might serve in this
Classroom.

This pattern was mast essily seen by examining the range of genre and content themes children
selected for the texts they produced st the writing and art tables. For example, at the writing teble
common genre for texts were surveys, newspaper articles, picture books, wordless books, signs, song
books, musical scores, maps, per-sonal letters, signatures, reminder notes, sign-up sheets, and sign-in
sheets. Texts produced at the art table were most commonly identified by the children as pictures, hets
brecelets, kites, machines, and tickets. At both centers, texts frequently shered the content themes of
rainbows, snowflakes, heerts, stars, spiders, beers, Cook ie Monster, the Wi2ard of 0z, holidays, Yoltran,
friends, femily members, dinosaurs, and enimals. The shared nature of children's knowledge about “what
might be said” and “how it might be said” at these centers was perticularly obvious to me when | compared
these lists of frequently observed content and genre with my observations of students ir other preschoo!
clessrooms. For exsmple, &t this Center music writing was part of children’s shared register for literacy
events at the writing table, end s | participated in this room, it became part of my register as wel) --
even though | hed never seen preschoolers engage in this ectivity before. On the other hand, activities | had
frequently observed in other preschools, such as writing the “"ABC's", occurred very infrequently in this
classroom.
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As | became a part of the classroom community, many other fndicetors of this shared knowledge
became apparent. | observed that a1l participents, including myself, became so familiar with the
du‘mmmofoﬂuclmmunbuSawﬂu‘swumameemlduaethiskm«lumtotailw
our texts to the preferences of our friends. meple.whanamofdﬁl&wmdmmmm
the art tabie to make pages for Gibaon's “Goodbye Book ™ on the morning he was to move to the older
children’s classroom, much of the mu‘;‘sdim centered around his likes and dislikes. Danny reminded
Sergh thet Gibson did not like black -~ & fact Gibson hed demonstrated frequently by refecting texts
constructed with black crayons or merkers. Other participants used their shared knowledge about Gibson's
preferences to select the themes of spiders, hearts, and stars for their poges. Spiders hed been a central
theme of much of Gibson's work some three months eerlier, and hearts and stars were two of his current
interests. In this instance, participents had built shared understandings thet the content of o Goodbye
Book should be the honorae's favorite things, since the purposeof such 8 book was to show sffection by
creeting something their friend would like. in order to successfully carry out their intentions, they used
knowledge about literacy processes built in previous events.

To summarize, | observed that participants in this classroom had become & “thought collective”
(Fleck, 1979) which shared a great deal of literacy knowledge. Their shered literacy registers included
knowledge as specific es understandings of the personal preferences of other authors or the routines
associsted with particular literacy tasks, and as general a3 knowledge of the general participation patterns
which were acceptable at each center. My observation of the text production ectivities of children and
teachers in this classroom suggested thet they hed formed shered knowledge of (a) the communication
systems being used, (b) the messages which were communicated, (c) the chars” ristics of their
colleagues &s suthors and audiences, (d) the sacially defined uses of literacy in this setting, and (e) the
sociel values placed on literacy ectivities in this suthoring community.
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Semmary

To summar-ize, anelyses of my field notes, children's literacy products, and sudio and video tape
recordings of children's self-selected }iteracy activities indicated that social interaction was an important
part of most events in this setting Deta analysis revesled four additional insights about the nature of the
social interaction surrounding children’s literacy learning.

First, as children talked with their peers and teacher's st the art end writing tables, they
frequently took on the suthor and eudience roles. In these conversations, each participent provided the
other with a considerable amount of information sbout their interpretations and understandings of literacy
events, and children and adults played these roles in a simflar manner.

Second, in the process of working together , authors came to recognize one another: as sources of
help and idees for their text production activities. They frequently made use of the demonstrations of other
authors in their own texts.

Third, | observed that children sometimes also worked with adults or more experienced peers to
co-uthor a shared text. In these events the “first author" initiated and helped to leunch the project with
the help of co-authors who negotisted perticipetory roles which fit their erees of expertise. As co-suthors
constructed their own vision for the developing text, they gradually took on more responsibility in the
production of the text.

Fourth, members of this classroom community (i.e., the children, the teachers, and §) constructed
and used a great deel of shared knowledge about literacy. This knowledge reflected the content, processes,
and purposes of shared literacy events in this classroom.

While these petterns help o describe the nature of the social interaction in which literacy
learning is embedded, they fall short of presenting e unified perspective on the 7o/ of social interaction
in children’s literscy lesrning processes. In the next section of this paper | will discuss my grounded
hypotheses about the implications of these cbservations for a theory of literacy leerning.
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Theorstical Implications:
The Role of Social Interaction in Literacy Learning
Exchenging Meanings Through Conversetion

My analyses of children's self-selected literacy activities in this clessroom indicsted that
conversation and demonstration were integral perts of these events and that they had important impacts on
children’s texts. Cunversation served to negotiste access to space and materials, to negotiate social
relationships among participants, and to shere personal experjences on 8 variety of topics. But most
important for this study, conversation served as a means by which participants expressed the meanings
they were forming as they suthored their own texts, and as they observed the demonstrations of other
authors. As perticipants exchanged these interpretations in conversation, the result wes the construction
of shared meanings and an awarenass of gaps between their perspectives and those of other members of
their authoring community. |

These observations have led me to hypothesize that author-sudience exchanges are important
literacy leerning opportunities for both parties. For the sudience, these interactions provide
opportunities for observing demonstrations of the uses of literacy products and processes in contexts that
are familier and understandable. in this classroom, these contexts are familiar because the participants
have a long history of interaction with one another. Children and teachers have built shared
understandings of this context and, thus, a shared meening potentiol related to it; that is, they have a stock
of knowledge built in pest events which describes interactions at the literacy centers, potentially
eppropriete uses for literacy, and the personal characteristics of their colleagues. When they play the
sudience role they are able to use this knowledge to meke predictions about other authors’ work.

However , audiences are not the only ones learning about literacy through conversation. Their
comments and questions have an importent effect on literacy leerning for aut/iors 8s well. Hearing an
sudience’s response allows authors to see what interpretations others attach to their texts. Semetimes
these interpretations match their intended meenings very closely. But on other occasions the audience’s
interpretation comes as 8 surprise. Sometimes sudience interpretations link the suthor's text to meenings
which they have not considered relevant before. When this happens the audience plays an important role
in helping authors expand the meenings of their texts. On other occasions audience interprotations serve

2'7



Prescheolers as Authors 26

83 anomalies because they are at odds with the author's intentions. Conversation heightens the probability
that authors will become aware of these differences and provides, at the same time, 8 means for exploring
them.

Helliday ( 1975) suggests thet a child is able to creste meenings sbout interactive events because
“there is a systematic relation between what he hears and what fs going on around him™ (p. 141). That is
the choices speakers make when they form an oral text are always related to whet is going on ( the field),
the communication system chosen and the role it plays in the event (the mode), and the sociel relationships
of the participants (the tenor). As children have numerous opportunities to experience oral texts related
to 8 particular context of situstion, they are able to build for themselves meanings about the events as well
8s language which expresses those meanings. They are able to associate a part of the meening potential --a
register -~ with thet particuler context of situation.

The relstionship between the creetion of graphic texts and the context of situsation is no less
systematic. Both child end adult authors make selections for their pieces which reflect the context of
situation as they have come to understand it. As they exchange meenings about their texts through
conversation, both euthors and sudiences come to associate a particular portion of their meening potential .
with particular types of authoring events; thet is, they form literacy registers. To {llustrate, in the Tall
Fether event (Example 1) 1t was Yictor's use of knowledge from his literacy register which allowed him to
predict that Christina might be drawing her father. Because children build their registers for literacy
events in conversation with other members of their- author-ing community, they are to 8 greet extent,
shered by those participeting in the subculture of the classroom. Thus, audiences are using the knowledge
they have formed through classroom interactions as a basis for understanding the content end purposes
of their friends’ and teachers’ texts, as well as the processes used to creste them.

Figure 1 ilustrates thet when participents take on the author end audience roles, each brings to
the conversation meanings related to the text being discussed, and each leeves with new meanings as a
result of their interaction. The understandings created by the author and sudience sre partly shared for
two reasuns. First, as members of the same authoring community the participants have formed similar
meaning potentiels for this context. Second, the meening of the text is negotiated through an exchange of
“stories™ (Rosen, 1984) in conversetion. Interpretations are never totelly shared, however, because
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indtvidusls are constructing meanings based on their personal views of reality which heve been formed
through pest exper jences with others, and which beer the unique stamp of those experfences. Therefore,
conversetion is alsoamajor source of surprises. As individuals express their unique perspectives on
ongoing activities, differences in interpretation become apparent. Conversation s an important force in
moving children's learning ahead because it presents them with anomalies. It provides opportunities for

them to build cominon mesnings as well &s to explore the gaps between their meanings and those of others
in their community.

Insert Figure 1 about here.

Thus, because children learn about the world from others, the meanings they form are socially
created. Literacy lesrning is social in two senses. First, meanings are social because they are constructed
in socisl contexts through conversation. Because the context of sttustion, which is itself socially crested,
is embedded in the meanings constructed, leer-ning reflects the social context in which it occurs. When
perticipants share many experiences —- have many conversations -- the registers they bufld for these
situations are a1so shared in many respects. Second, learning is soctal because we understand the world by
linking our current experiences to the understendings we have crested in the past. Since these meenings
were also created in conversetion, leerning involves building understandings of current conversations by
reference to those of ths past.

The Social Construction of Literacy Knowledge: An Example

In the preceding section | argued that the exchange of meanings which occurs during conversation
leads to the formation of shared understandings about Titeracy. It is as children interact with one another
and their teachers that they build for themselves an understanding of literacy -~ thet is, w/a¢ meanings
literacy might express, /ow they might go sbout expressing them, and w/y literacy might be socially
useful. This knowledge is built over time as they have repeoted opportunities to participate together in
literacy events. However, the process of knowledge building is frequently 30 subtie that it is difficult to
determine with certainty whet hes been added to the meening potential by e perticuler literecy encounter.
However , when a 76w meening is introduced it is sometimes possible to track this process more closely.
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Example 7 provides an apportusiity to abserve how perticipants made the staple remover part of their
shared literacy register when it was introduced to the writing table for the first time.

Example 7: The Staple Regrabber
HMonday, Jenuary 20, 1986 (VT 4)

thbmmkimmomedemmthahwkpwkulﬂewritimtablcwm he discovers
a staple remover on the big brown table. Mery, one of his teachers, has left it there after taking the
steples from scrap paper donated by the perents.

(1) “What is this?" he asks.

(2) “Thet's a staple remover,” 1 tell him. "Dnyou wenta take this steple out? 1'1] show you how
it works.” | talk as | demonstrate. "It kind of grabs tie staple and takes it out.* Christina comes over to

(3) "My dad hes one of those,” Jared comments as we return to the writing table with the staple
remover. Whenheﬂrsltriestouaittnpwitiomitsotmteethmmeﬂlusitboﬂtcm. When he
squeezes he punches two holes in his figure. He repositions it correctiy and this time it works.

Christina puts 8 staple in the map she has been meking.  (4) "Oops! Too far up,” she says in
mmrmwmbmfmm LikeJared, She punches holes in her paper on

P

(S) "Inamofmddmit[lmalimwithnwﬂnmrsl.putitmtopoﬂhepwIikethistomakeit
grab the steple with its jows,” | suggest. “See? And you squeeze and it'1] pull the staple out. Try it!® |
say, hending the staple remover back to Chreistina.

She experiments o bit and gets it to work.

Watching her progress, Jared comments (6) “You know what? This is almost like a dinossur
because it has sharp teethi™ He puts a staple in hisdog. When Christina is finished he takes the staple
remover and exclaims, “Oh Oh! This is in the wrong place!” He removes it.

Christina staples her map. (7) “0h Oh! Put it in the wrong place!” she echoes.
sitpl Jared and Christina continue taking turns stapling, announcing their “mistakes”, and using the

e remover.

(8) "Stapled the wrong place” Christine says as she resches for the staple remover again. “It
grabhed it,” she comments. | call this the grabber.*

(9) "That's exactly what it does, grabs staples,” | agree.

(10) "We can call it the grab stepler,” she suggests. She continues to play with a name for the
new piece of equipment. (11) “Staple grabber, grabber. It's a staple grabber.” After another turn she
works on the name & bit more, ( 12) “I call this a stapie regrabber.® On her next turn she comments to
herself, (13) “I use the staple regrabber! Is steple regrabber a funny neme?”

Sersh hes been drawing pictures on napkins at the far side of the table. Now she enters this
ectivity. She staples her napkins together on one side like & book. Jared has the steple remover, so she
aoys(l?) “Staple regrabber. Imadﬂwstmlembe.lnaedu\estq)lew&ber. | need the staple

(15) “Staple regrabber,” Christina corrects.
When Jared is finished Sarah takes the staple out of her book.
Yictor comes to the table and watches Jared using the new tool. ( 16) “Thet's & sharp pencil. . .
?U';r: that sharp pencil?” he says evidently referring to the staple remover. He takes it when Jared is
ini
(17) “You have to put a staple!” Jared tells him taking it back.
Both Jared and Christina continue to work with the staple regrabber until clean up time.
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When people engage in conversation they are exchanging mesnings about the world. They are
defining the wor1d for each oiher. They are constructing a socisl reslity (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).
The opening exchange of Example 7 fllustretes the reality cresting nature of conversstion.

( '3 Jored Whet is this?

(2) Debbie: Thet'sasteple romover. Do you wenta take this staple out? Il show you

how it works. [physical demonstration of the process.] It kind of grabs the staple and

takes it out.

Though perticipants’ reslity defining roles sre not always this explicit, metaphoriceally, st least, Jered's
question is the one each of us indirectly asks of our conversational partners: “What do you make of this
situstion?” or “Whet do you think of my interpretstion of the situstion?" | answer Jared's question by
presenting the meanings | have crested in my pest experiences with staple removers. In so doing, |
introduce him, and the others who are 11stening, to my socially constructed version of reality.

But | am not the only one who is sharing my understandings of the world. Jared tells me about his
meanings for staple removers at utterances (3) and (6), and when Christina enters the conversation she
comments on the outcome of her stapling process, (4) "Oops! Too far up!™ and reaches for the stople
remover. |n the context of the ongoing discussion, Jared and | essily understand the informative end
pragmatic functions of Christina’s dialogue and actions. They might be glossed as follows: (8) When you
place a staple in the wrong location, the staple remover can be used to take it out; (2) Putting a staple in
the wrong place is a way of legitimizing your request for the staple remover. She uses this strategy again
ot utterances (7) and (8), inventing a kind of verbal routine for using the staple remaver. In the context
of their shared activity, Jared quickly understands her meening. He can easily see that clsiming to put a
staple in the “wrong place” is a reeson for using the staple remover, and ot utterance (6) he adopts this
verbal routine s part of his own activity.

As she works, Christina also invents a new name for the steple remover -- “staple regrabber.”
She uses conversation to share her new term and to work toward making it part of the shered register for
the group. At utterance ( 12) she calls attention to the newly invented name, suggesting that the whole
0roup can call the tool the “staple pegrabber.” Then she tries the term out s she talks to herself. Once
agein, the context of the activity makes her meaning eesily understandable, es Serah, & heretofore silent
participant, demonstrates. When she requests & turn to use the staple remover st ( 1 4), she has adopted

Christina’s new term. However, in the last part of her request ( 14), she slips and uses the term “staple
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grabber.” Christina quickly corrects her &t ( 15), emphasizing the correct pronunciation. When Sarsh
finally gets a turn, she shows that she has been sttending to more then just the name of the instrument.
She uses it in the socially demonstrated fashion -~ to remaove a staple from the book she is making. By the
end of the event, the name “staple regrabber" is being used by a1l of the participants. Christina's new
term, and most likely other meanings about the function of this tool, have become part of the shared
literacy register for the participants in this event. Through conversstion and observation of
demonstrations, shared literacy knowledge has been constructed and socially negotiated.

| have emphasized several times that | believe it is the famfliar context fn which this conversation
occurs which allows participants to understand the meanings which are being invented and exchanged. But
why should context be helpful? Perhaps an analogy to reading will help to answer this question. As we
reed, it is 8 common experience to encounter an unknown word. However, having read whet comes before
and what follows this word, it is often possible to predict what it meens. It is the syntactic and sementic
context in which the word appeers that 8iows us to make this prediction. In reading, cues from the text
and from the social conditions under which the resding takes place help us to activate a register of
meanings eppropriate to that particuler reeding situation. From this portion of our slready formed
meanings we are able to select those that are likely fits for the unkrown linguistiz item. Context allows us
to comprehend interactive situations in much the same way, but the cues available in interaction are even
richer. They include language, gesture, body postures, and much more. Because we have built a register
for frequently encountered interactive contexts, we can narrow the range of potentially applicabie
meanings end meke predictions about the relstion of ongoing ectivities to our past experiences.

Jared's selection of a literacy register for interpreting this event illustrates the influence of the
context of situation and the mesnings formed. During this event he talks about two connections between the
steple remover and his past experiences: (3) "My ded has one of thase.”; end (6) "This is aimost like &
dinosaur because it has sharp teeth!™ However, in this context where the field clearly signais the
appropriateness of literacy-related meanings for making sense of the event, and where the tenor of his
relationship with me encourages literacy-related talk rather than dramatic play, he drops the dinossur
interpretation, and explores, instead, the link to his knowledge about literacy products. Because his
register for writing events already includes meenings about attaching papers with staples, the act of
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“unstapling” which | demonstrate at utterance ( 2) can be understood in relation to those alreedy familiar
meanings. Jared's choice to explore the connections between the staple remover and his literacy know ledge
demonstrates thet the meanings formed in any particuler event reflect the field, mode, and tenor of that
situstion; thet is, context is embedded in learning

Other evidence for the influence of the social context on children's literacy leerning comes from
my observation that both the focus of the activity and the membership of the group at the center made 8
tremendous difference in the meanings which were formed. Victor's experiences in the Staple Regrabber
event (Example 7) are acase in point. Since he was not present st the beginning of the episade when |
demonstrated the function and name of the staple remover, nor when Christina developed her name for it,
his exper-ience differed considerably from thet of Jared, Christine, and Sarah. When he arrived at the
table he may have been encountering a staple remover for the first time. Lacking a social demonstration
for its name, he selected & meaning from his literacy register and called it "sharp pencil” st utterance
(16) -- probably focusing on the relation between a pencil point and the pointed teeth of the staple
remover. When Jared finished using it, Yictor took the staple remover and began to punch holes in a blank
piece of paper, in much the same way as Christina and Jared had on their first tries. Jared then took the
stapler remover back, telling Victor (17) “You have to put a staple!” Rather then pursuing this further,
Victor went on to other activities.

Like the other participants in this event, Yictor formed mesnings about the staple remover
through conversation end observation of demonstrations. Having seen Jared usinghthe new tool at the
writing table, Yictor selected a meaning from that part of his meaning potential which related to literacy
tocls, and arrived at the name “sharp pencil.” When he begen to use the staple remover, he recreeted the
squeezing motion Jared had used, and applied it to paper. Jared, rather than supporting Yictor's
exploration of the new tool, toid him that he was not using it correctly.

Because Victor wes introduced to the staple remover under a different set of social circumstances,
the meanings he adds to his register are different from those of Jared, Christing, and Sarah. They are
socially constructed, none the less. His new meanings sbout the “sharp pencil” are sacial because they are
formed in interaction with Jered. They are also social becouse they involve the linkiny of his past stock of
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soclally crested literacy knowledge to his experience at the table. Victor now knows that there is 8 new
tool to be used with paper, and that he has not used it in the socislly appropriste fashion.

For Victor, as well as for Jered, Christina, Sarah, and me, the stapier remover came to be defined
by our social experiences with it. This is not to say that each of us hes formed exactly the ssme meanings
from this event. No only did our differing roles afford us different perspectives on the meaning of the
steple remover, but we also arrived with & different history of experiences which could be used to
interpret the interactions t the table. Bakhtin ( 1981) has suggested thet because language is learned in
conversation, esch use of a word incorporstes the multiple contexts and meenings in which the word hes
been encountered before. Eco (1979) makas 8 simflar point when he talks of 8 sign as 8 textual matrix.
He states the! “the meening of a sign /nchoatively contsins ol the texts within which that sign can be
inserted™ (p. 184). He further suggests that it is the context of a perticular situstion ( the ground) which
guides the selection of those meenings which actuslly participate in the process of signification.

Each of the participants in this literacy event understood the staple remover through such a
process of mesning construction. For Jared, the staple remover contained the multiple accents of
experiences with a staple remover at home, experiences with pictures, models, and movies of dinosaurs,
aswellasthememinoswhichwerecmstrwtedashetalkeduﬂobwvedtheratofmmim the staple
remover. In this encounter, the writing teble context encouraged him to concentrate on the staple
remover’s uses as port of the technology of literacy. But the dinosaur meening was still availsble. It
would not have been surprising to see Jared use the staple remover to portray s dfmwr, complete with
gneshing teeth, if he were to encounter it in a context such as the block sres where imaginery characters
and dramatic play were part of the shared register-.

For Christina, we know that it was the relstion of the action of the staple remover to her
experiences with "grabbing” that were highlighted. For Victor, it was the relation between the sharp teeth
of the staple remover and a sharp pencil. And for me, one of my most recent experiences with staple
removers was reflected in my language &t utterance (5): "Make it grab the staple with its jaws." Some
weeks before | had been waiting in the xerax room st the University while a secretary removed staples
from & stack of papers. She told me that & young visitor to her office had recently dubbed the staple
remover with the name, "Jaws.” After thet, the teaching essistants in her office had begun to refer to it by
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~ that name. mmybrWtwmiMamwiéWthaspnpulrmemmm:taviciwsshark

named “Jaws.” At the time, | thought the relationship of the staple remover to sharks seemed rather
clever, since it is just this "biting" action which is the essence of a staple remover’s function. When |
talked with the children at the wreiting table | did not tel] this story, but the wording of my description
consciously echoed the relationship highlighted in this other story. For me, as for Jared, Christing, and
Sarsh, the pracess of meening construc:ion involved the crestion of links between events at the table and
other conversstions, events, and stories.

To summarize, | have argued that the meening children creste about literacy is social meaning.
Because children learn ebout literacy from other people, there is no other kind. As this episode
demonstrates, both teachers’ and children’s meanings are socislly constructed. Participants make sense of
their social world by linking their observations to meenings they have formed in the past. The
understandings constructed in each literacy event are context specific, but since events share many
characteristics of field, mode, and tenor, participants are able to associate portions of their meaning
potential with general types of literacy events. Because mesnings are systematicslly related to the contexts
in which they are formed, participants are able to meke predictions about new events by drawing on their
stock of existing meanings essociated with similar contexts. As a result of 8 long history of conversations
at the writing and aht tables, many of the teschers’ and children's meanings about the content, processes,
ond purposes of literacy are shared. .

Co-authoring and Requesting Assistence: Transportation across the Zone of Proximai
Development |

I begen the preceding section by arguing that children in this clessroom are learning about
Yteracy by abserving demonstrations and exchanging meenings in conversation, and that this is possible
because the meanings are embedded in a context of situstion which is, for the most part, understandeble and
familier. In this sense all the meanings children form are co-authored mesnings. They are formed
first in sociel exchenges and,-thus, reflect the shape of that interaction.

In this classroom, the role of others in medisting children's lesrning wes pervasive, but it was at
the same time subtle in comparison to our usual definitions of teaching and learning. For the most part,
adults end children engaged in informal conversation when they were at the literacy centers. Instances of
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what might be called “direct teaching™ were relatively few in comparison with other types of exchanges.
There were , however, two interactive situstions where the impact of others on literacy leerning was less
subtle. Both involved children's interactions with more experienced peers or- adults. The first group of
events was described eerlier 83 co-authoring, snd involved the conceptualization of 8 literacy project by
8 “first author" followed by invitstions for others to join in the construction of the text. The second
interactive situstion of this type involved reguests for sssistsnce. Here s participant asked another
wthor for help with a text- related problem. In eech situation children saw literacy content, prot._ses,
and purposes demonstrated in fam{liar contexts, and were able to construct meanings in colshargtion with
other's which they could not yet construct alone. In Yygotsky’s ( 1978) terms, these were insiances where
children worked st the for edge of their “zone of proximal development™ - -“the distance betwien the actual
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the leve) s determined through
problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers™ (p. 86).

As Bruner ( 1986) has pointed out, Yygotsky’s theory makes & strong case for the importance of
social interaction in leerning, but fails to make clesr the characteristics of interaction which support
children in moving beyond the level of their independent learning. Based on his observations of mother-
infont interaction, Bruner has suggested that it s the “scaffolding™ provided by the adult which allows
children to move across the 2one of proximal development. He observed that mothers frequently invented
routines or formats for interacting with their children in familiar situstions such as book reading, then
played their roles in subsequent events in a consistent fashion. As the children mﬁstered these routines,
the mothers altered the formats so thet they remained on the "growing edge of the child’s competence”
(1986, p. 77). According to Bruner, when adults provide “scaffolding” they serve as “consciousness for
two™ (p. 75) by controlling the focus of sttention, by dividing the task into managesble segments matched
to the child's abilities, and by setting up the environment so that children can recognize solutions they
would not have been able to accomplish on their own.

My observations of adult-child and child-child interaction during events involving co-authoring
and requests for assistance also indicate that the more experienced authors played an orgenizing role, that
their interactions were closely matched to the needs and abilities of their less-experienced co-authors,
and thet the result was the construction of meanings which would not heve been possible for the co-suthor
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to construct alone. However, | want to suggest thet “scaffolding,” as described above, is an insufficient
metaphor to describe the social negotiations which occurred during co-suthoring and requests for
assistance in this setting. As Harste, Woodward, and Burke ( 1984) have argued, the notion of scaffolding
seems to imply & one-sided control of intaractive events where the adult determines the Janguage
structures o be used by the child. Though it is likely that Bruners theory of language learning is more
interactive than his choice of metephors indicates, “the adequacy of the metaphor implied by scaffolding
hinges on the questions of who is constructing the edifice™ ( Searle, 1984,p. 482). The notion of
scaffolding seems to neglect the role of children in this process.

in this study, | observed that co-suthored events were eccomplished not so much by the controlled
orgenization of these events by an expert, as by a mutual exchange of meenings through conversetion.
Though the format of these events may have been introduced by one participent, it was based on routines
which had been built in pest interactions, and which were functional in this event beceuse other
participants agreed to the roles it assigned them and understood the roles it allowed them to assign to
others. These events involved not only a two-way exchange of meenings and communication roles through
Conversation, but also accompanying exchanges of authoring roles as well. By tracking the meenings their
partners wer e constructing in the event and using previously constructed knowledge of shared events,
both sdults end children adjusted their roles to develop and achieve a shared goal. Therefore, when
children participated in shared events with authors who had more expertise, both participants worked
ectively to influence the course of the shared interaction. Both participants were learners.

To summeri2e, when children work with others to co-author 8 text, their learning is supported by
the familiar context of the activity, by the willingness of the other authors to exchenge meenings about the
activity, and by the willingness of others to support them in taking on new roles. A similar learning
environment is created when children ask for and receive help with their own authoring problems.
Because authors are asking for help with their own texts, the context of situation is intimately fem{liar.
Asking and recefving help involves the exchange of meanings about the author's text, aswell s a
temporary shift in author and sudience roles.

| have irypothesized that these events are rich lsarning experiences for the less-experienced
euthors because they provide opportunities for them to expsriance the construction of written texts
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which are beyond their ability to produce slone. In the process, they see demonstrations of more
advanced literacy conventions and strategies. As they form hypotheses about the content, processes, and
purposes of these events they also have the opportunity to check their understandings through
conversetion. Through such exchanges, children have the opportunity *o “grow into the intellectual life
of those around them* ( Yygotsky, 1978, p. 86).
Educationa) Implicstions:
The Power of Linking Conversation, Demonstration, and Authoring

In considering the implications of this study for educational practice, it must first be noted that
mmhmmmmwmmmﬂmm in the specific context in which the data is
collected Therefore, decisions about the generalizability of the conclusions | have drawn from this data
must largely be left to those who wish to apply them to other settings. However, since my observations of
the literacy learning of these 3- and 4-yeer-olds over & period of 8 months has shown them to make great
gains in their abilities to author their own texts, | would like to discuss several characteristics of the
curricular environment which appeer to be especially supportive of this type of leerning. (Additional
details sbout the context in which this data was collected may be found in Author, 1986).

My observations in this classroom indicate that informal conversation, observation of
demonstrations, and opportunities to engege in authoring were key features of events in which the children
ond their teachers built shared meanings about literacy. Talk wasan important part of most literacy
events where children and teachers were uthoring their own texts, and these conver-sations were almast
elways related to demonstrations -- those the children provided for themselves as they suthored their own
texts, or those provided by others working at the leerning center. It wes through 7a/¢ thet children
explicitly exchanged meanings with their peers end teachers, but it was most frequently the observation of
& demonstration thet fueled these conversations. Demonstrations provided indirect means of learning
from others. Conversation allowed childrzn to reintroduce that 1earning so that it could be social ly
negotiated. And engagement in autiioring sllowed children to explore their new ideas in text worlds of their
own crestion. When linked in this way, conversation, demonstration, and authoring allowed children to
learn about the perspectives of others, to experience indirect and direct challenges of their idess, to
construct new meenings, and to epply those meanings in thei own texts. Beceuse meanings ere never
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totally shared even amang member's of the same authoring community , children encountered differences in
perspectives and chellenges to their interpretations of events. These situstions pushed them to examine,
refine, and expand their own thinking about the content, processes, and purposes of literacy. Conversation
pleyed 8 particularly important role in pushing children to creste new meenings and to explore and expand
their existing ones. Authoring pushed children to refine their hypotheses in texts they invented and
controlled

These are learning outcomes thet all educators value. Therefore, it is important to look carefully
8t characteristics of the interactive environment in this classroom to see why it is so supportive of this
type of literacy learning. Five features of the suthor-audience interactions in this classroom seem to have
particularly important educational implications. First, conversation, demonstration, suthoring were
linked &s integral parts of literacy events which are familiar and functional for the participants. This
increesed the likelihood thet suthors and sudiences would be sble to make themselves understood and to
understand the meanings of others. If an unfamiliar idea was introduced in conversation or in an suthor's
text, the participants had access to many other sources of information about that concept. The Exclamstion
Points event (Example 4) provides a good example of this type of contextual support for literacy learning.
When | introduced exclamation points as part of my “Get Well” message for one of the nap teachers who was
in the hospital, Kira, Hana, and Christina were able to explore the meening of that punctuation mark in
relation to our shared feelings for Carol and our shared understanding of the purpose for using literacy in
this situstion. They were also able to observe how | used exclamation points in my text, to talk about it, to
ask questions about it, to try it out in their own texts, and then to share their new idees about exclamations
points in conversation.

As a teacher, the importance of providing opportunities for children to engage in interactive
demonstrations of this type is particularly cleer. Frequently we have provided separate opportunities for
Students to see demonstrations or to hear explanations of literacy processes, but in school, chances to talk
with and observe other authors as they work and to create one's own texts are 1ess common. When children
ore able to talk about literacy in the context of its use in functional classroom activities and to use new
ideas in texts of their own choosing, the potential for literacy learning is increased.
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A second cheracter istic of suthor -sudience interactions in this classroom was thet the participants
were working collaboratively to reach shared meenings. Both suthors and sudiences were actively
tracking the maanings formed by their conversetional pertners and adjusting their contributions so that
they could reach scme kind of shared understanding. This mutual tracking and adjustment was
demonstrated in Example 2 (Make My Heart) when Kyle revised his request for help and Jared revised the
type of help he offered as  result of semantic tracking. The kind of mutua? nagotiation of meaning which
occurred during conversstion increased the likelihood thet audiences and suthors would be able to respond
1o one another: in ways that su;._ arted the formation of new meenings about Jiteracy.

A third character istic of author-sudience interactions in this room was that participants
exchenged roles frequently. Both chikdren and adults took the roles of author and sudience. For example,
in one event | acted as audience for Christine as we discussed her plens to make a map shuwing the way
from Bloomington to Washington. Later in the same event s | wrote 8 note to Victor our roles were
reversed. Christina became the audience, and | became the author as she asked about the spelling of
Victor’s name in my note. In this type of interactive situation, children had the opportunity to lesrn by
watching and asking questions of their peers and teachers, &s well &s to learn by expleining their authoring
activities to others.

Fourth, because children were respected s authors by their teachers and peers, they understood
thet questions and comments about their work were reel requests for information, not tests of their
knowledge. This freed them from the need to focus on discovering the teacher's answer and allowed them to
use conversation to explore their own “rough draft” idees. This wes illustrated in Ginny’s response to my

question about her picture: :
Debbie: | bet Ginny 1s making rainbows with sunshine. is that right?

Qinny: I'm making rainbows with a spider. And this is 8 spider web and theze are

rainbows. And the rainbows don't 1ike the spider web. ,
Because in this classroom the work of suthoring was respected regsrdiess of the age or skill of the suthor,
conversation became a two-way exchange of meanings rather than a one-way evaluation of knowledge by
adults or more experienced peers.

The same attitude of respect for authorship was importent in children's learning from
dsmonstrations. A fifth characteristic of author - sudience interactions in this classroom was that the

authoring activities of teachers and children were viewed 8s demonsirations, nt models. The besis for
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this distinction is the freedom to choose what, if any, parts of another authors activities will be
incorporsied in one’s own text (Horste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984). Since children in this setting were
under no constraint to copy the demonstrations of their peers or teachers, they felt free to use elements of
demonstrations in new ways in their own texts or, siterviately, to stick as close as passible to a
demonstration. For example, in the Exclamation Points event (Example 4) mentioned above, Christina
made use of my demonstration by including exclamation points in her text, but did not feel constrained to
use exclamation points in exactly the same way | had. In the Music and Rabots episode ( Example 5),
however, she responded differently s she watched Katie writing a multicolored musical score and coloring
robots. This time Christina used both the content and processes Katie demonstrated, showing us that
reproducing element: vf 5 emonstration wes also an important learning strategy.

Atfirst, it is puzziing how a clessroom environment can at the same time support children's
choices to explore new territory in their texts as well as their choices to stick closely to someone else's
demonstration. The answer seems to be respect for children's decisions as authors and an understanding of
the social nature of learning. The teachers in this classroom consistently supported children's
explorations of literacy by responding positively to their texts. They also encouraged children to learn
from other members of the classroom community. In this way they built an environment which supported
creative thinking at the same time it encouraged children to make their knowledge available to their peers,
" ond to see others ss important sources of literacy information. Because teachers and children respected
one another 3 suthors, they could present their rough draft attempts at expressing themselves with
confidence and acknowledge their need to learn from each other.

Conclusion

As a result of my experiences in this classroom, | have new respect for the lesrning potential of
curricular environments which encourage children to link conversation, demonstration, and authoring in
functional contexts. As | have had an opportunity to reflect on the way learning took place during these
interactions | have come 1o sce talk and demonstration as inseparable pieces of the social process of
learning in this setting. Children were able to learn about writing end drawing, in part, because they were
able to explore their idess vérbully. But children were able to explore their idess verbally, becouse they
were observing demonstrations of literecy in use. Learning occurred es observation, telk, and authoring
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were linked to form /nteract/ve demonstrations, thet is, children had opportunities to ooserve
another suthor st work, to /2/4 with that person in order to expand and develop their idess, to ooserve
egein, and then to /ncorporate new idesas in their own texts.

| now see thet conversstion played an important role in the way in which the chilcren, the
teechers, end | constructed meanings sbout our experiences in this setting. It was by exchanging meenings
in many conversations that we came to construct shared concepts about literacy -- or st leest to
understand how our meerings differed from those of other members of our suthoring community. - it wes by
observing demonstrations that we were able to begin to understand the taik that was part of literacy events.
It was this systematic relationship between conversation and demonstration which allowed the children to
learn about literacy. And it was the opportunity to author their own texts which gave them personally
meaningful reasons for learning about literacy and allowed them to take a new perspective on the
demonstrations they observed.
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Table 2
Social Interaction Patterns During Self-Sslected Literacy Activities

Producing Individus) Texts

1) Interecting with Other Authors: Participants are engaged in creeting their own texts, but spend
time talking with other suthors. Though they maintsin “individual® ownership of the finished product,
they are often influence1 by the comments and texts of other's at the center. They alsc may ask others for
assistance in some part of the production of their text.

2) Watching, Intzeracting with Authors: Participants come to the center and spend time watching
ml;ing with others about the texts underway. They are not currently involved in creating a text
ves.

3) Individusl or Perallel Authoring: Participants work either alone, or side by side with other's to
" creote their own text. If others are present, interaction is generally limited to brief responses to
questions, or quick regquests for materials.

4) Exchanging Literacy Products: Participants give products directly to others at the center, or
start an interaction by telling the receiva  ihat thay “hieve mail” in their classroom mailbox.

Bruducing Shored Texts

S) Co-asuthoring a Single Oraphic Text: Participants work together to produce a single product
whose ownership will be shared. Co-authors work together to negotiate their roles in text production.

5) Negotiating Shared Meanirgs About Intaraction: Participants are engaged in cresting their
own texts, but conversation focuses on developing mutust agreement about the meaning of the activities

underway. Conversation frequently focuses ~ .ommonalities in the preferences and activities of the group
members, and on social relsticnships.

7) Visiting the Center an "Business™: A childor sdult stops to talk with & participant about
something unrelated to the evants et the center.
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Table 3

Conversationsl Roles of Authors and Audiences

Authors
Produce written/art/muysical text
1. Spontaneoustly talk sbout
texts and processes.
2. Respond to audience questions.

3. Describe in-process authoring
ectivities.

4. Request assistance from
oudience.

S. Request evaluation from
audience.

6. Oive texts to others.
7. Self-directed talk

Audiences

Observe authors' textsand

1. Ask questions about texts and
processes of others,

2. Offer interpretations of authors’
texis and processes.

3. Make suggestions for suthors’
activities.

4. Provide assistance requested

by suthors.
S. Evaluste suthors' products.

6. Accept/reject texts from others.
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Figure Caption
Figure 1: Constructing Meaning in Author -Audience Interactions
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Appendix
Transcription Conventions

Emphesis: )Where aword or syllable is spoken with extra emphesis, it is underlined ( eg, "Staple
regrabber|®

Simultaneous speech: Where two people speek ot one, the overlapping portion of their utterances sre
enclosed with slash merks. (e.g, /"Right!"/ says Jered “/Right/ agrees Tokkumma. )

Incompletonsss: Whe e an utterance is interrupted or otherwise left incomplete, this is indicated by “-
- (eg, “It's -~ Thet's musicsl notes.”)

Pausing: When there are noticesble peuses either within or between utterances, this is indicated bya
seriesof dots (eg,... ).

insudible Speech: Where words or phrases are completely insudible, this is indicated by 8 series of

esterisks enclosed in perentheses (e.g., (* * *)). The number of ssterisks is an estimate of the number of
words which were spoken.

Tentative Transcription: When the exact transcription of speech is difficult, this is indicated by
enciosing 8 probeble transcription in parentheses. ( e.g, "We make somebody (doubledoo).” )

?--Itted)eonnration: When transcripts have been shortened, this is indicated by & series of carets
eg.”"").
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