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LITERACY AND COMMUNITY:
AN INTRODUCTION

The significance of creating a literate community was underscored by
the theme of the 1997 College Reading Association conference: “It Takes a
Village to Raise a Reader.” In reviewing manuscripts from that conference
for potential inclusion in this volume, we found the theme of “community”
reflected again and again, in diverse ways. As you read, you will find au-
thors discussing a wide variety of community influences—including those in
homes, schools, workplaces, and other settings. Communities also span age
groups, as shown in the cover photos. A “community” can be as simple as
two young children sharing a book or a group of adults performing music
on a street corner. Literate communities occur throughout the world and across
generations. They inspire us to want to participate, and they facilitate our
growth as readers, writers, and learners.

The College Reading Association is an excellent example of commu-
nity, as members and friends are enriched through a continuing conversa-
tion across place and time. Our CRA community develops through sharing—
in serious administrative meetings, intense academic discussions, informal
hallway conversations, and laughter-filled evening gatherings. The organi-
zation has grown and is strengthened by “older” and newer members, who
inspire one another to look both forward and backward when seeking an-
swers. New members later become the mentors of even newer members,
and the community grows.

As CRA Yearbook Editors, we also have a growing editorial community,
as ourteam doubled in size this year with the addition of JoAnn Dugan and
Patricia Linder, of Texas A&M-Commerce. We also consider the Yearbook
Editorial Assistants, the Editorial Review Board, the CRA Board of Directors,
and all of the CRA membership to be part of our team. Without this array of
talented and dedicated individuals, there would be no CRA community, and
also no Yearbook.

Our “thank-you’s” begin again with all of the authors who submitted
manuscripts, including those not included in this volume. Each year, all CRA
conference presenters are encouraged to submit their work for consideration.
While only a small portion can eventually be published, the Yearbook repre-
sents the efforts of all. The Editorial Review Board members, listed in the
preceding pages, also deserve great thanks for their scholarship and dedica-
tion. While only authors and editors see the work of this group, a high qual-
ity publication is truly impossible without them. Support in the reviewer
selection process and other administrative matters was expertly provided by
the CRA Publications Committee, chaired by Michael McKenna of Georgia
Southern University.

E TC viii
10 -



The editorial assistants who worked with us throughout the year also
deserve accolades. Editorial assistants at both George Mason University and
Texas A&M-Commerce are master’s and doctoral students. While they claim
to “learn a lot” about both literacy and publishing, tasks require an extreme
commitment to details and organization. At George Mason University, we
thank Janice Winters, who assisted with developing the Editorial Review Board
and sending manuscripts for review. We also thank Vicky Spencer, who has
diligently assisted with final editorial details in the last few months. At Texas
A&M-Commerce, we appreciate the clerical support provided by our secre-
tarial staff, Frances Norman and Jan Hazelip, student assistant Carol Adams,
and graduate assistants, Anupama Indukuri and Michelle Fazio.

Editors also appreciate the extensive university support we have received.
At George Mason University, Graduate School of Education Dean Gary
Galluzzo and Associate Dean Martin Ford have recognized the importance
of this project over an extended time period through their continuing en-
couragement and financial support. We also thank the university administra-
tion, including President Alan Merten, and the Graduate School of Educa-
tion faculty and staff, for creating an academic community environment that
inspires collaboration and excellence.

At Texas A&M-Commerce, we thank President Keith McFarland, Provost
and Academic Vice President Donald Coker, and Dean Jerry Hutton for the
financial assistance that makes the production of the Yearbook possible. Like-
wise, we are grateful for the ongoing moral support of faculty in the Depart-
ment of Elementary Education. We also thank Vivian Freeman and Lyndal
Burnett for their expertise in the production process.

Finally, we wish to dedicate this volume to our own literacy communi-
ties, wherever they have been or will be in the future. Our families, teachers,
students, colleagues, friends—and unknown others—have created commu-
nities for our own literate development and have inspired us to create com-
munities for others.

EGS, JRD, PEL, & WML
Fall, 1998
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ADOLESCENT LITERACY:
ARe WE IN Contact?

Presidential Address

Marino C. Alvarez

Tennessee State University

Marino Alvarez is a professor of graduate
and undergraduate reading classes in the De-
partment of Teaching and Learning in the Col-
lege of Education. He is a former middle and
secondary school social studies teacher. He has
served on national committees on editorial ad-
visory boards, and as president of the Action
Research Special Interest Group of the American
Educational Research Association. bis publica-
tions bave appeared in edited chapters and in
a variety of journals. professor Alvarez was the
1995 recipient of both the Teacher-of-the-Year
and Distingsuished Researcher-of-the-Year
Awards at TSU. He also directs the Explorers of
the Universe, a scientific literacy project, which
involves teachers and their students in various
NASA earth/space projects.

ver wonder about the role of paper clips and staples? The only thing

they have in common is that they come in a box. Staples are invariant.

They don’t change shape, and they serve a singular function: to keep papers

in place. Paper clips, on the other hand, are flexible. They can be made of
metal (like the staple) or of plastic. Plastic seems preferable because it does
not leave a paper clip trace on the page like metal clips. They can be inde-
pendently selected and reused again and again. Paper clips are colorful and
[l{llc multiple purposes. They can keep papers in place, they can be re-
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Marino C. Alvarez 3

moved from a collection of papers and the papers can again be joined by
the same paper clip. They can be manipulated into different shapes and can
be used as a probe. For example, I was able to bend one into a hook and
use it to retrieve a screw that fell into my garbage disposal. Paper clips can
also be joined together to form a chain. Staples give one a sense of perma-
nency. When you staple papers together you sense a final product. When
you use a paper clip you get a feeling that you’re not really done. These
papers are in a state of transition. They either need to be revised or rear-
ranged before they can be stapled.

Paper Clips and Staples

Students are often treated by teachers and policymakers as if they are
either paper clips or staples. There are those who want students to explore,
imagine, exercise critical thinking, learn from the future, and learn from
mistakes. These educators and policymakers believe that students are in tran-
sition with knowledge and that learning new knowledge helps them to grasp
future knowledge. However, there are others who believe in permanency
and that learning involves mastering what is known. Like a staple, this knowl-
edge is in place. All one needs to do is learn what is known to succeed in
schooling. Imagination, curiosity, and exploration are fine, as long as it takes
place afterknowing what is known. For many students, thinking about learn-
ing seldom happens. For others, it takes place after formal schooling.

Although indoctrination of facts begins at an early age of one’s formal
schooling, no where is it more prominent than during the adolescent years.
It is during this period that students either “learn how to learn,” learn “how
to play school” or falter by the wayside because they have never “learned
how to learn,” or learned “how to play school.” Literacy proficiency plays a
crucial role in dividing these students. Students who have the most difficulty
with literacy skills are often neglected by teachers who are not aware of strat-
egies to use to help them comprehend texts and supplementary readings.
This situation is compounded by a lack of reading specialists to aid students
in their understanding of narrative and expository discourse.

Limited Funding and Lack of Research
Funding for adolescent literacy programs by the federal government under
Title I's compensatory education program is only 16 percent to grades 7, 8,
and 9. It is even less for grades 10, 11, and 12, at 5 percent. However, 69
percent of Title I funds are earmarked for grades 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 (USS.
Department of Education, 1994-95). These funding levels remain consistent
QO ndings reported ten and twenty-three years ago (Davidson &
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4 Literacy and Community

Koppenhaver, 1988). Davidson and Koppenhaver (1988) further report that
in 1985 only 54 out of every 100 eligible students were being served by Chapter
I funds. Clearly this discrepancy in funding exemplifies the minimal priority
that adolescents needing literacy support are given.

Couple this finding with a move toward licensure by the states to mini-
mize or abolish content literacy course requirements, the lack of funding for
reading specialists at the middle and secondary levels, the use of basal read-
ers 1o teach reading skills by an English teacher or a teacher assigned the
task, the limited number of research articles that involve middle and high
school populations appearing in our literacy research journals, and you be-
gin to understand the problem. These situations are compounded by federal
and state legislators moving toward national and state curricula, common
standards, and curriculum and instruction policies and procedures that hinder
meaningful learning.

Fragmented Adolescent Literacy Programs

Adolescent literacy programs are fragmented into those that follow an
elementary school model of structured skills instruction, those that rely on
published materials and worksheets that accompany the text for literacy in-
struction and learning, and pull-out programs that take the student away from
a subject. There are a few literacy programs that incorporate the subject dis-
cipline with conventional and electronic readings and writings from other
related content areas. However, most of these programs lack a coordinated
effort among the content teachers to include strategies in their lesson plan-
ning to aid students in their literacy development.

Lost in all this milieu are the voices of adolescents and those of thought-
ful teachers who strive to make school a place for learning rather than endur-
ance. These voices are outshouted by those who hold onto what was done
in the past, imposing standards that they may not have attained given the same
circumstances, clinging to the notion that there is a given body of knowledge
that everyone needs to know. Also included are those who have difficulty with
the concept that electronic literacy and the information age is upon us. The
combining of narrative with expository texts that require students to select,
analyze, synthesize, recombine, and think about unrealized possibilities is
needed for meaningful adolescent literacy programs to flourish.

Students are already accessing, communicating, publishing papers with
interactive reference linkages to other sources, and developing their own e-
mail and web pages. They are using metacognitive interactive tools (e.g.,
concept maps and Interactive Vee Diagrams) to plan, carry-out, and finalize
their assignments and research investigations. Their electronic literacy skills

F l{ll Cass those measured in typical pencil and paper literacy tests. It will take
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Marino C. Alvarez 5

several years before reading tests are constructed to reflect these types of
electronic reading and reasoning abilities. The obstacles that face test-mak-
ers are formidable. Many of these students are using their imagination for
enhancing their learning using electronic literacy in ways that extend those
of the typical teacher and extend the parameters of closure that challenge test-
makers.

Electronic Literacy

A literate person living in our society is drastically different from one
who lived in 14th century England. The literacy skills of yesterday are no
longer practical in today’s fast-pace world of information. The printing press,
invented in the 1400s, changed the way people thought and accessed infor-
mation; so too, is the electronic information age changing the ways we view
literacy. The societal needs of the 21st century demand that literacy defini-
tions be revised to include this new information age. This electronic literacy
requires individuals to access large quantities of information, determine their
accuracy and worth, communicate with others over distances, and become
involved collaboratively and interactively.

Thinkers and Tinkers

Little opportunity is given for teachers and students to be thinkers and
tinkers in our schools (Alvarez, 1996a; Alvarez, 19972). Fixed curricula, re-
quired course content, and state and national policies do little to foster thinking
and tinkering. Those few teachers and students that recognize the nonsense
that restrictive environments impose and are willing to trust themselves and
each other are succeeding in making school a place for learning and ex-
changing ideas. )

The English teachers and librarians in the Gallatin High School Literacy
Project and the astronomy and physics teachers in the Explorers of the Uni-
verse Scientific/Literacy Interdisciplinary Project (http://coe2.tsuniv.edu/ex-
plorers) are part of these few (Alvarez, 1993; Alvarez, 1995; Alvarez, Binkley,
Bivens, Highers, Poole, & Walker, 1991; Alvarez & Rodriguez, 1995). These
teachers are willing to try something different. They are willing to trust their
thinking about what is best for their students to learn. They use meaningful
materials in problem-oriented contexts that invite students to “show what they
can do.” They also include their students in their curriculum by offering
opportunities to involve them in reading both narrative and expository texts,
writing reports and journals, and incorporating the curriculum with other
subject disciplines. Students who have more knowledge about programming

@ natical computations than their teachers are encouraged to write the
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6  Literacy and Community

programs. In situations where students wish to study a related topic for which
a case has not been developed, they do so in conjunction with their teacher.
The lessons that make up the emergent curriculum are more meaningful.
Metacognitive tools such as concept maps and interactive Vee diagrams
through the Internet are used by students to share ideas and information. The
conversations that occur between teachers and their students are more inquiry
than answer producing. Instead of being subjected to the “one best system,”
they are searching for the ways in which to tinker with the existing knowl-
edge and to extend its meaning. These teachers “teach,” and their students
“student.” Teachers don’t speak of “covering” the material; instead, they
demonstrate by example and facilitate the “teaching” of the material. Instead
of focusing on compartmentalizing the subject discipline, they are looking for
ways to incorporate music, art, literature, history, mathematics, industrial
technology, and multimedia into their lessons and assignments—and so are
their students.

Elizabeth Binkley, Judy Bivens, Patricia Highers, and Cynthia Poole (1991)
are teachers who are both thinkers and tinkers at Gallatin High School. They
were willing to try a case-based approach to teaching and learning with their
students that revolved around the study of 7o Kill A Mockingbird. Students
were given cases to explore that were thematically linked to the story. They
were also given the opportunity to develop their own cases with the aid of
the teacher. These students were asked to participate in a variety of literacy
building activities. They read related sources, interviewed authors, lawyers,
and ministers, and they videotaped related episodes that they wanted to
incorporate into their cases. Students designed blueprints and built models,
visited local and distant libraries seeking information, and used their critical
thinking and imaginative processes to search out information. Five years later
with over twenty cases written by the teacher and her students, a videodisc
was developed. This videodisc was the first of its kind to be designed and
developed by teachers for their students instead of by outside professionals.

Bill Rodriguez (astronomy and physics teacher) at the University School
of Nashville, and Lee Ann Hennig (astronomy teacher) at Thomas Jefferson
High School for Science and Technology, Alexandria Virginia are two teach-
ers who are both thinkers and tinkers in the Explorers of the Universe Scien-
tific/Literacy Project. They wrote a technical manual for the Explorers Project,
Finding Periods in Variable Star Data: Using Remote FORTRAN and Local
Windows Software. The manual is based on analyzing data that they are
receiving from automatic photoelectric telescopes that reside at the Fairborn
Observatory in Washington Camp, near Nogales, Arizona. These automatic
telescopes are controlled over the Internet by astronomers at Tennessee State
T\Bni"ersity in Nashville, Tennessee. These teachers field-tested this manual with

E l C students. Students offered suggestions for revision of the materials, and
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a few also wrote several programs to analyze the data. The manual has been
revised and is now on the web site for use by students affiliated with the
project. The students who field-tested the manual and those who will do so
in the future will make recommendations for change and, in all probability,
develop different methods of evaluations. They will make changes and de-
velop new methods because they will be encouraged to do so. This manual
is one of many that will be developed and will remain open for revision.

This emergent curriculum is negotiated throughout the process. Students
share their concept maps with each other and their teacher. They send e-mail
messages to other teachers affiliated with our project and to our astronomers
who in turn guide them to other sources or to specific areas of scientific papers.
I have developed an Interactive Vee Diagram where students enter their
research questions, describe how they plan to carry out their study, name the
instruments they will use to collect the data, list the concepts that need to be
defined, and state the theory they are testing (Gowin, 1981).

Electronically over the Internet they submit this information along with
any problems or suggestions to our base of operations at Tennessee State
University’s Center of Excellence in Information Systems. I review their en-
tries and reply with comments. Our astronomers do the same. These stu-
dents can share their ideas with others at other affiliated schools and receive
feedback electronically from them. These Vee diagrams are revisited several
times as they carry out their case investigations with variable stars. Within
their case they are encouraged to incorporate literature, music, art, history,
and other subject disciplines into their case. Their papers are then published
on the World Wide Web to be read and commented on by people through-
out the world (Alvarez, 1996b; Alvarez, 1997b).

This process differs from conventional product-learning outcomes. Think-
ing of ways to achieve learning outcomes is different from focusing on ways
that learning outcomes can be achieved. The former is a process, the latter
an outcome. When teachers and administrators focus on students achieving
prescribed outcomes, thought processes become product oriented. In con-
trast, when students learn in ways that involve them in thinking about prob-
lem-oriented tasks and assignments that actively engage them in mutual dis-
cussions with their teacher, peers, and others, the process becomes mufti-
faceted, meaningful, and negotiable.

In both the Gallatin High School Interdisciplinary Project and the Ex-
plorers of the Universe Scientific/Literacy Projects, our efforts focus on ways
that students can use a variety of processes to reach multiple resolutions.
Our efforts are directed toward divergent rather than convergent learning
outcomes. It is interesting to see the different types of paths that students
T when resolving their inquiry. The emphasis is on melding society
E lC formal school curriculum by having students apply what they are

13
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learning to meaningful settings. Robert Frost may have had this notion in
mind when he wrote At Woodward’s Garden (Frost, 1956).

Frost’s At Woodward’s Garden

At Woodward’s Garden is one of two poems Robert Frost wrote that has
a moral similar to Aesop’s Fables. The setting takes place in Woodward’s
Garden, which is a zoo. A boy wants to show off his knowledge to two
monkeys who are caged. He has a magnifying glass which he uses to try to
show the monkeys how the instrument can be used. He knows that words
will not do the trick. First he uses the sun’s rays and the glass to focus on
one monkey’s nose and then the other’s. The monkeys are puzzled, and their
eyes begin to blink. He then uses the glass and the sun’s rays to sting the
knuckles of the monkeys. Tired of this experiment, one of the monkey’s
reaches out from the cage and grabs the burning glass. The monkeys bite
the glass. They hold it up to their ears and listen to it. They break the handle.
But their lack of knowledge of the whys and wherefores of a magnifying
glass leads to boredom and a lack of interest with the glass. This causes them
to give up the weapon and place it under their bedding straw. Again the
monkeys come to the bars of the cage no wiser than before as to the pur-
pose, function, or use of the instrument. Frost concludes his poem with the
parable, “It's knowing what to do with things that counts.”

How many adolescents know what to do with things that count in their
daily lessons of mathematics, science, literature, history, foreign language,
art, music, health education, business education, and industrial technology?
How often do they relate what they are learning in school to their society?

Conclusion

The degree of contact we have with adolescents and their literacy skills
and development is codependent upon the amount of interplay between
them and their teachers and their ability to exercise their imagination in an
emergent curriculum. When students are given tasks and lessons under a
fixed curriculum with defined outcomes, opportunities to pursue inquisitive
paths of inquiry are diminished for both teachers and students. So too, are
opportunities for students to “show what they can do.”

Adolescents need opportunities to engage in meaningful learning expe-
riences that include reading, writing, investigating, analyzing, synthesizing,
and rethinking of facts and ideas. Teachers need these same opportunities
to engage in meaningful learning experiences that include reading, writing,
analyzing, synthesizing, and rethinking of facts and ideas. In an environment

E lillch as this both students and teachers become communities of thinkers.
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Communities where ideas are shared and valued and opportunities to en-
gage in forums of discussion are more than just cursory exercises which di-
rect students toward reaching that final “right” answer.

How many of our students, like the monkeys in Frost's poem, are given
information of which they have little or no understanding? How many of our
students are given time to think about learning what to do with this new
knowledge to make it count before they are told they need to move on to a
different topic? Finally, to return to the analogy from which I began: How
many of our students are treated like a staple or a paper clip? For those stu-
dents who master what is known about a given topic the staple is in place.
However, for those students who view knowledge in transition as they would
the function of a paper clip—the final product is elusive.

Support for the Explorers of the Universe Project is provided, in part, by
the Tennessee State University and the Center of Excellence in Information
Systems—Astrophysics Component, and by NASA through the Tennessee Space
Grant Consortium NGT 5-40054.
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taught my first class as a student teacher in New York City’s Taft High
School in 1941. I had looked forward to teaching, having been an educa-

tion major. I was introduced to educational research a year later at Teachers
College, Columbia University. My love for educational research was unex-
pected and came as a complete surprise. I had no idea that one could work

@ ducation doing research. Nor do I recall that any of my instructors in
EMC :ation were engaged in research. If they were, I was not aware of it.
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Within a few days at the Institute of Psychological Research at Teachers College
I was smitten as I observed such notable researchers as Irving Lorge and
Sophia M. Robinson. My role was to keep notes and to calculate means, stan-
dard deviations, and correlations—it was before computers. But it seemed
that I could not find a more exciting way to spend my time and with a more
exciting group of people. They were helping children and furthering knowl-
edge in a disciplined way. I knew, then, that I wanted to do the same.

Thus, I came to my two loves in education early—my love of teaching
and educational practice and my love of inquiry. Although research and
practice are often seen as different pursuits, I found that, for me, they had
great similarities and were intimately related to each other.

At Teachers College, the project with which I assisted sought workable
solutions to one of the great pressing educational problems of that time and
today—how best to educate juvenile delinquents and to prevent delin-
quency—whether to place delinquents in separate schools or to provide them
with psychological services and an improved curriculum in regular schools.
Among the findings, which are still being found today, 50 years later, were
that psychological services (counseling and social services) and a curricu-
lum that had a better match with students’ achievement were effective in
decreasing the number of delinquents in the regular schools—more effec-
tive than special schools. I realized early how practical research can be.

Several years later I learned a similar lesson at Ohio State University as
Edger Dale’s research assistant. Our task was to assist the National Tubercu-
losis Association by finding ways to make their pamphlets and other print
media more readable for the layman. This very practical mission led to basic
research on readability and vocabulary; the Dale-Chall Readability Formula
was developed to help assess the difficulty of the pamphlets. It also led to
the development of a manual on clear and simple writing. Research and
practice were intimately related—with research leading to good practice and
real problems leading to useful research.

Throughout my long career I have engaged in both practice and research,
usually at the same time. Since educational practice does not leave tracks as
does educational research, I should like to mention at least some of the practice
I have engaged in.

I have taught students of all ages for more than a half century. Much of
it was at the college and graduate level, but much, too, has been with stu-
dents at all levels who needed special help with their reading.

I have also worked as an advisor and as a consultant on a variety of
educational projects, including children’s encyclopedias, an educational comic
book, computer programs, and the Children’s Television Workshop’s “Sesame
“*=7@” nd “The Electric Company.” I have consulted with schools and school

E MC to help them ask and answer educatigml questions.
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14 Literacy and Community

These practical assignments helped me gain perspective on the impor-
tant questions being asked in education—by teachers, administrators, edu-
cational publishers, and the media—and they kept me from being too theo-
retical, too removed from reality. I learned to make the most out of the knowl-
edge that existed and not to resort, unless absolutely necessary, to the use of
“we need more research” as an answer to questions. I realized early that
even the most theoretical studies ultimately boil down to a yes or no re-
sponse. Is this or that idea more useful? Should this or that be done? If nei-
ther, what should be done?

I was a member of various investigative and policy making committees
and commissions organized by professional associations, state and national
departments of education, and also a member of the boards of directors of
various professional groups. Thus, I had further opportunity to blend research
and practice and to broaden my educational perspective.

Focus on Reading

Most of my work—research and practice—has focused on reading. From
time to time I have wandered off to mathematics, or to the non-print media,
but I soon came back to reading. It offers a broad panorama and great chal-
lenge—vast and almost endless issues for research and practice. At the same
time, I found reading to be very basic, very much like the bread and butter
of education. It is the oldest and most enduring of subjects taught in schools.
It is an essential foundation for learning almost all other school subjects—
literature, social studies, science, math. It is essential for most jobs in an
advanced, technological society.

When reading does not develop as it should, when it lags behind the age
and cognitive development of the individual, it brings serious personal frus-
trations and loss of confidence. It brings equally serious losses to society. In
fact, the importance of reading for society and the individual seems to have
grown even during the years I have studied it. We are reminded almost daily
by leading economists in the United States that we may slip from our status
as a world class nation if our work force does not achieve a higher level of
literacy. They remind us that when we were a manufacturing nation fewer
people needed to be highly literate. But a high-tech society—one that pro-
duces and disseminates knowledge and symbols—needs more people who
are highly literate. There seems to be a growing mismatch between workers
and jobs—with jobs that cannot be filled because workers are not literate
enough. But it is not for work alone that there is a mismatch. Responsible
citizenship also requires higher literacy, and personal literacy needs seem also
to grow with time. The labels on food and medicine packages require con-
© _rable reading ability. Add to this the growing numbers of children reported
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to have reading and learning disabilities, and the low levels of literacy found
among minority students. Further, if one considers the low reading scores on
the National Assessment of Educational Progress and the failure to significantly
raise the verbal scores on the Scholastic Assessment Test, it is not difficult to
see why I have stayed with reading and literacy.

There is still one other reason. The field of reading is so rich and varied
that I have been able to change my focus within it, making it ever more
interesting and challenging.

Studies in Readability

My first research efforts were in readability and in vocabulary, an inter-
est I acquired from Edger Dale, my teacher and mentor at the Bureau of
Educational Research at Ohio State University. I worked with him on the
development of the Dale-Chall Readability Formula and on various studies
of vocabulary during the four years of my graduate study at Ohio State. These
formative years were followed by nearly forty years of collaboration on re-
search and writing. In fact, one of our works, Readability Revisited and the
New Dale-Chall Readability Formula (Dale & Chall), was published in 1995.

I found readability a fascinating subject for research and for application.
It was an excellent vehicle for studying reading development—through the
changes that take place in the texts that can be read by readers of growing
proficiency.

Readability drew its knowledge from many disciplines—the humanities,
psychology, statistics, language, semantics—and in turn could be applied to
textbooks, newspapers, and magazines, comic books, radio, and so forth.

The four years of working closely on readability and vocabulary with
Edgar Dale also taught me lessons about research that still remain with me.
One of these first lessons was the value of past research—why it is impor-
tant and how to use it.

After a year as research assistant, Dale suggested that I write an article
on readability, a review of research. Although I had been assisting him for a
year, I did not feel quite ready to write such an article. To be more accurate,
I was terrified. I protested that I didn’t know enough. “That is why you should
write it,” he said. “You will learn from your writing.”

I started the research with much anxiety, fear, and agony. Why should I
do this? I thought. Reviewing the past research is not original. I wanted to
get on with the new. But after all the fussing, I finally finished it and had to
admit it had been a good assignment after all. I gained familiarity with the
past research on readability and an ease in working with the ideas of earlier
researchers. I gained different viewpoints on the topic—some that were

[l{ll C)ular at the time they were first proposed were later accepted and
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became the dominant view. I felt I knew the researchers whose work I re-
viewed, and I knew how they thought. When I met several of the research-
ers during the ensuing years, I felt that we had been friends for many years.

I had beginner’s luck with that first article. “This Business of Readabil-
ity” was reprinted in two digest journals (Chall, 1947). But more valuable
was the taste for historical synthesis that I developed. My love for this style
of research lead to my books, Readability: An Appraisal of Research and
Application(Chall, 1958), Learning to Read: The Great Debate(Chall, 1967),
and Stages of Reading Development (Chall, 1983). Each received strong re-
search reviews. When I undentook The Great Debate (1967), many of my
colleagues were skeptical. The research I planned to review was so con-
fused, they said, how could I find anything by going over it again? But I had
confidence, from my earlier experiences, that if I stuck with it and found a
structure, T would find something useful. Syntheses of past research were
out of fashion for a long time but have recently come back in favor. Becom-
ing a Nation of Readers(Anderson, Heibert, Scott, & Wilkonson, 1983) is a
more current research synthesis by a commission, of which I was a member.

Dale knew that one has to know what scholars of the past knew on a
subject if one is to make useful contributions to that subject. He never as-
sumed that what was done in the past was no longer useful or worth know-
ing. He also knew that the new research does not always clear up all the
problems of the past research. Indeed, the results of the new can be more
confusing than the old.

Knowing the past research keeps one from being too much within the
current fashion. One can see trends in ideas in a field only from a deep ground-
ing in its past theories, research, and writing. It is sad, therefore, to see that
current publications tend to refer only to recent writings, omitting even the
classic research on a topic (Herber, 1988).

Have we decided to lose our past? If we do not know the past, and if we
do not use it well in formulating practice and new research, are we not in
danger of repeating the past—the bad as well as the good?

I learned another important lesson from Edgar Dale—the importance
of knowing the related research from fields other than one’s own. When we
planned a project he asked if I had checked it out with the psychologists,
the statisticians, the sociologists, and the linguists. Before sending out an article
for publication he asked again if I had checked with those in other disci-
plines who might pick up inconsistencies, conflicts, and errors.

Today, there seems to be little reference in the field of reading to the
work of those rooted in other disciplines. This is not difficult to understand,
for the reading field is rich in research and writing—richer perhaps than any
nr\‘hfr field in education. No one person can keep up with all of it.
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In the reading field, we seem to have at least five bodies of research—
basic research (usually done by educational researchers, cognitive psycholo-
gists, and linguists); research on reading methods, materials, and classroom
procedures (usually done by educational psychologists, reading specialists,
and teachers); research on reading difficulties (by psychologists, neurolo-
gists, and special educators); research on the relationship of literature, writ-
ing, and reading (by linguists and students of literature and English language
arts); and research on reading tests (by psychometricians). There seems to
be a tendency for individuals in each of these groups to talk almost exclu-
sively with, and to write for, others within their own field. Seldom does one
group refer to the work from the others.

Recently I read an excellent longitudinal study of children’s reading in
grades 1 to 4. The authors reported that phonemic development was of first
importance in early reading without referring to similar findings by leading
researchers on language and learning disabilities at least 15 years earlier; and
by educational psychologists in the 1930s for beginning reading.

Ignoring the relevant research of others is not uncommon in other areas
of education. Can we afford to repeat research studies when our funds are
so limited, unless of course the research is a deliberate replication? And can
we afford to ignore the relevant research that exists in our field and other
disciplines?

Another important lesson I learned from Edgar Dale was to ask for whom
one does educational research. For Dale the answer was always clear. All of
his studies, including his most theoretical, were designed to be useful in the
practice of education—in schools and out of schools. I remember vividly
how he helped me realize this. It was after 1 had written one of my early
research reports. He read it, made several editorial suggestions, then said,
“Very nice Jeanne. It is very scholarly. What do you think it will mean to the
superintendent in Winnetka, the fifth-grade teacher in Oklahoma City, the
English teacher in Cleveland?” I knew then that I was far from finished. I had
much rewriting to do.

This incident served almost as an imprinting. No matter how theoretical
or statistical the research study may be, I try to write it also for teachers,
administrators, and others who practice.

Reading Difficulty and Its Prevention
In 1950, when I joined the faculty of the City College in New York, my
focus shifted from the readability of texts, in relation to readers’ abilities, to
the study of the readers, in relation to the texts they read. For 15 years, my
interests were concentrated on the teaching of reading and ways of assess-
]: l{llcl also examined the causes and treatments of those who experience
23
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special difficulties in spite of their adequate intelligence—about 10 to 15
percent of the population.

In collaboration with my colleague and Director of the Reading Center,
Florence Roswell, I carried out numerous research and development projects.
The projects concerned auditory blending and its effects on reading achieve-
ment, and why children of low-income families have difficulty and what could
be done to remediate their difficulties. We developed tests to help teachers
adjust instruction to students’ needs. Similar to my collaboration with Dale,
Roswell and I have continued our collaboration to the present.

It was at The City College in 1950 when 1 started to concentrate on the
diagnosis and treatment of children, young people, and adults with reading
problems. It has continued until today. Indeed, the time I have spent diag-
nosing and treating individuals with reading problems, and teaching and
supervising teachers in this work, has been extremely absorbing and enrich-
ing. It influenced not only my teaching and research on reading difficulties,
but most of my other research, particularly the research I undertook in the
early 1960s on beginning reading methods. Concerned with prevention of
reading problems, I sought to find whether there was any evidence that certain
beginning reading methods produce better results and help prevent reading
failure. This research, which was carried out when I was at The City College,
became the book Learning to Read: The Great Debatefirst published in 1967,
and later updated in second and third editions in 1983 and 1996.

The study, funded by the Carnegie Corporation, had many facets. It was
a synthesis of the past research on beginning reading from the classroom,
the laboratory, and the clinic. I also analyzed more than 20 beginning read-
ing programs, including the two most widely used basal readers and their
teacher's manuals. I interviewed authors and editors of various reading se-
ries. I observed in hundreds of classrooms and talked to as many teachers
and principals. I was fortunate again, as I had been with my first synthesis
article on readability, to get an almost immediate response. Although many
of the reviews in the reading journals were not favorable, most that appeared
in the general educational and scholarly journals were very favorable. Even
more satisfying was the study’s early acceptance by educational publishers
in revising their reading programs and its appearance on required reading
lists for courses on methods of teaching reading and reading research. Twenty
years later the satisfaction was mixed with pain. Despite the fact that my
update in 1983 confirmed my earlier conclusions and that my findings were
confirmed by the research of linguists, cognitive psychologists, and child
development specialists (Adams, 1990). misunderstandings and an attack on
its findings and conclusions appeared (Carbo, 1988; Chall, 1988).

ERIC 29
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My 25 Years at Harvard University’s
Graduate School of Education

My move to Harvard in 1965 was marked by another shift in my con-
cerns with reading. Much of my attention was focused on building and di-
recting a graduate program for master’s and doctoral students which had a
dual purpose—training in scholarship and in practice. The Harvard Reading
Laboratory was established as a training, research, and service center.

My teaching reflected the dual concerns of the program—research and
practice. Through the years I taught the doctoral seminar on reading re-
search—a historical overview of the research on reading and practice. I also
taught the courses in the diagnosis and treatment of reading disabilities and,
with the assistance of doctoral students, supervised the testing and teaching
in the Harvard Reading Laboratory. I taught a general course on reading for
non-reading majors that focused on social policy and, in earlier years, taught
the general course on the teaching of reading, as well.

I have also had the great pleasure of directing and advising the disserta-
tions of doctoral students and of directing the research training of the many
doctoral and master’s students who worked with me on various research
projects.

My research continued to be concerned with issues of theory and prac-
tice, but it moved over, somewhat, to theory and social policy. Among my
studies of reading and social policy was the one commissioned by the Panel
on the SAT Score Decline and the College Board on the relationship of text-
books to SAT scores, published in 1977 (Chall, Conard, & Harris, 1977). It
was extended to a larger study, Should Textbooks Challenge Students: The
Case for Easier or Harder Books (Chall & Conard, 1991). My interests in the
medical aspects of reading failure became even stronger. I attended lectures
at Harvard Medical School on neurology and language, and I edited, with
Allan Mirsky, the National Society for the Study of Education Yearbook, Edu-
cation and the Brain (Chall & Mirsky, 1978).

The unanswered questions in The Great Debate brought me to a theo-
retical study of the reading process, Stages of Reading Development (Chall,
1983, 1996), a work on how reading changes qualitatively as it develops.
This was an important study for me since many of the controversies on
methods and materials seemed to stem from two theories of the reading
process—a single-stage theory or a multi-stage theory. From my synthesis of
the relevant theory and research on how reading develops and from my
experience in teaching reading at all levels, I concluded that a developmen-
tal multi-stage theory fit the data better and was instructionally more useful.

In The Reading Crisis: Why Poor Children Fall Bebind (Chall, Jacobs, &

E licn, 1990), we attempted to find out why the literacy of low-income
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children begins to decelerate around grade 4 and how the deceleration can
be prevented. The theoretical basis for the study came from my Stages of
Reading Development. The work was further enriched by collaboration with
linguists, faculty, and graduate students at Harvard.

My interests in social policy brought me to studies of the trends in the
reading scores on the National Assessments of Educational Progress. I have
tried to explain these trends by relating them to methods and materials used
in the schools and to community support for reading (Chall, 1989).

As I reflect on my various professional interests and activities, I am aware
of different concentrations at different times. During my early years I con-
centrated on psychology, statistics, and research design—on objectivity in
searching for knowledge about reading. Later, I focused on problems in learn-
ing to read and took on the concerns of the teacher and clinician—why certain
individuals had difficulty, how to help those individuals learn, and how to
prevent such problems. Thus my concerns with the science of reading turned
to teaching and healing, and I delved into the neurosciences as well as into
the art of teaching. More recently 1 have been concerned with the broad
social, cultural, and educational issues that are related to our reading prob-
lems and to their solution and prevention.

Examples of this concem are found in my research on textbooks and
publishing, on the trends in scores on the national assessments of reading
and writing, and on the methods and materials that work with children from
low-income families.

I have gained much from the people I have met and worked with. I
have gained great satisfaction from my teaching and have reached the age
when my former students are now full professors with students of their own.
I have especially gained from my work in the diagnosis and treatment of
reading disabilities. Helping children, young people, and adults overcome
their reading difficulties has always given me direct and immediate rewards
which are especially welcome when the research on which I work reaches
a frustrating point. While one cannot always move ahead in research and
writing, one can always help a child learn to read.

Current Concerns

In the more than 50 years of my work in the field of reading, I have
observed much growth in research and in professional activities. The public
has become more conscious about the importance of literacy, for children
and for adults.

With these advancements have come many problems. The reading
achievement of too many children, young people, and adults is not up to
© - it should be. This has been reported by the National Assessment of
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Educational Progress, by the College Board for SAT verbal scores, by school
systems throughout the nation, and by industry, which has long complained
that employees are lacking the literacy skills needed for work.

I recognize that this sad state is not the sole responsibility of the reading
field or of teachers, yet our efforts, particularly those concerned with the
methods and materials of reading instruction, may not be fruitful because
we are paying too little attention to our hard-won knowledge and experi-
ence. We seem to be so pressed by the low literacy achievement of the na-
tion that many of us tend to drop those procedures that are backed up by
research and experience for largely untested solutions.

There also seems to be less confidence now than in the past in the power
of research and analysis to find better solutions. A single case study or a
classroom observation or a “bright idea” is often considered equal or supe-
rior to the hard-won knowledge from research and experience.

There is also a loss of confidence in how we can best assess and evalu-
ate reading achievement and progress, thus making it still harder to base
practice on objective evidence. Often it seems as if the tests are being criti-
cized because the results are not those we hoped for. Thus, we seem to kill
the messenger, hoping it will turn the bad news to good. While there is a
need for better assessment instruments, it is hard to believe that better as-
sessments will find that the state of literacy in the United States is substan-
tially better than it is now being reported.

Perhaps my concerns are colored by my long, positive experiences with
the power of research to inform and serve practice. Do I see the past in a
more ideal state? Perhaps, but I'think we are going through a less analytic
time at the present and that it may in the long run lead to even lower levels
of reading achievement. Many of the proposals for educational reform are
made with little evidence of their probable success based on theory, research,
and practice. Indeed, many of the proposed changes have been used in the
past, under different labels, and were found wanting.

With the loss of confidence in research has come a heightened emo-
tionality and stridency in the dialogues among teachers, parents, and research-
ers. The education journalists may have caught the essence of the rhetoric
by the label “reading wars.” The “wars” have spilled over to teachers, to
parents, and to the press who oppose and accuse each other about the uses
and non-uses of best methods for the benefit of children. The rhetoric seems
more heated than what I had experienced during earlier debates and con-
troversies. There have been differences of opinion about reading instruction
during the 50 years of my life in reading. But the almost religious fervor of
the present rhetoric seems to go beyond what existed in the past. One asks
hn@f it {s possible, when the research in reading has grown so considerably.

F lc‘)s this vast research base, while contributing to better practices, has
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also contributed to the loss of faith in its use. Perhaps it is too vast and con-
fusing and not sufficiently interpreted and synthesized.

It is sad to think that we go through the same debates over and over
again and that we seem to learn so little from the past. The tendency of re-
searchers to use ever new labels for old concepts also seems to cut us off
from the tested knowledge of the past. Thus the research and writing on
phonological awareness seems to cut itself off from the earlier research on
phonics. Adult literacy seems to cut itself off from child and adolescent lit-
eracy, and emergent literacy is cut off from the vast knowledge and experi-
ence on reading readiness. Why, one wonders, do we need to “invent” new
terms for existing and valid ideas? It may earn immediate attention and inter-
est, but it cuts one off also from teachers who are urged to do the “new”
thing when they may already be doing it, but under an old label.

Where Do We Go From Here?

My present concerns, which are many, have not shaken my strong com-
mitment to research and theory, to the value of analysis, and to experience.
In the long run, the methods and materials that will prove to be most effec-
tive will be in line with research, theory, and experience. In the meantime,
many children, particularly those at risk—the children of low-income fami-
lies and children of all social levels who are predisposed to having reading
difficulty—are not doing as well as they can. Such children benefit most from
a reading program that has been proven over the years. They need excellent
teachers. They need extra help when they fall behind (Chall, Jacobs, &
Baldwin, 1990). Children of middle class families are not affected as much
by the reading methods and materials used by their teachers since their par-
ents often supplement their child’s reading instruction by their own teaching
or by obtaining a private tutor.

To improve reading achievement I would hope that we can look more
to what we know works and apply it wisely and well. For the past decades,
study after study has found that certain classroom practices produce signifi-
cantly better results—e.g., high expectations and books that challenge, fre-
quent assessment and instruction based on it. A strong beginning reading
program that includes systematic instruction in the alphabetic principle, and
attention to word meanings in the intermediate grades and later are also
important (Chall, 1987).

Unfortunately, some in the reading field act as if the solutions to our
pressing problems lie mainly in changing the old, usually tested methods to
untested methods—with their ensuing debates and polarities. One wonders
why we do not invest that energy and time into doing better, and more widely,

O does work. Indeed, research study after research study has found that
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students need to read widely to grow in reading. Why then don’t we put our
energies into better school, classroom, and community libraries? Indeed, these
services seem to be declining nationally. Also, while we gain ever stronger
evidence that extra instruction keeps children from falling ever more behind,
the schools tend too often to underfinance this special service. There is also
considerable knowledge about the kinds of programs that are effective with
kindergarten and first grade children that help prevent low achievement and
reduce reading problems. Why do we not look to broad applications of these
programs to improve the reading of our children and young people instead
of seeming always to be on a search for a single, charismatic solution?

Teachers need to know and understand this body of knowledge in read-
ing and how it is best implemented. But much of it they already know and
need only the resources and encouragement to use it.

There is also a need to look into the education of our researchers. If
learning to do research is learning more than knowledge and skills, if it con-
sists also of attitude, values, and commitments learned from an experienced
researcher, which I think it does, then we must improve how we educate
the next generation of researchers.

There is a need, also, for a greater simplicity in what we do. Our theo-
ries, research, and practice are becoming more complex and technical, re-
quiring more explanations to translate to other researchers and teachers. The
manuals of the major basal reading textbooks, for example, keep getting larger
and heavier, suggesting that the teaching of reading to 6-year-olds requires
ever more exacting directions and guidance. And the many suggestions made
regularly to differentiate instruction for most children make one wonder
whether it is humanely possible for a classroom teacher to carry them out.
With all of these growing complexities, one wonders how a teacher can
survive. Even more, one wonders how it was possible for anyone to have
learned to read before all the new methods and materials were invented.
Indeed, we may ask, how did Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, or John
Dewey become such superb critical readers and writers? I think those of us
who are professors, scholars, and researchers of reading must try to simplify
it so that it can be understood and used.

And finally, who is to bell the cat? Who is to be responsible? Can teach-
ers use whatever procedures they prefer without being accountable for the
results they produce? If the results of standardized tests are not to be ac-
cepted, what other objective devices can be used in their place?

What is the responsibility of textbook publishers? They work in a highly
competitive atmosphere, but does that mean they can use any procedures
and materials that sell?

@~ whatextent should professional organizations take responsibility? And,
ERI Cs foremost, what is the responsibility of the scholar? Is it toward search-
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ing for new basic knowledge about the reading process? Or should it also
include the responsibility of helping to solve the grave literacy problems facing
us today?

An earlier version appeared in D. Burleson (Ed.), Reflections. Bloom-
ington, IN: Phi Delta Kappa, 1991.
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Rfsearch supporting the crucial role of the family and early literacy expe-
iences on children’s later success in reading and writing has led to an
increasing number of programs conceptualized around the family as a unit
(Connors, 1993; Shanahan & Rodriquez-Brown, 1993; Winter & Rouse, 1990).
Known widely as intergenerational or family literacy, these programs have
E ‘l) Cesigned to improve the education of the mother or other caregivers
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in order to improve the quality of family life and the achievement of the
child. Though varying in design and form (Nickse, Speicher, & Buchek, 1988),
programs focus on training parents in literacy and effective parenting skills,
assisting children in reading and writing skills, and providing opportunities
for parent-child experiences. Consequently, these programs address not only
the parent or the child as literacy learners, but the parent-child relationship.
It is presumed that the skills learned and practiced by the adult and the child
produce an intergenerational and/or reciprocal transfer of skills.

A primary challenge for family literacy researchers, however, has been
to understand the process of transmission of behaviors from parent to child
and child to parent, particularly as it applies to families from diverse eco-
nomic, educational and cultural backgrounds (Connors, 1993). For example,
although many program developers support a “family strengths model” which
recognizes the importance of respecting cultural differences in child-rearing
practices (Darling, 1989), Auerbach (1989) has argued that these programs
continue to perpetuate a “transmission of school practices model.” She sug-
gests that the unifying assumption underlying these programs is school-based:
parents are taught to transmit the culture of school literacy through the ve-
hicle of the family.

Yet what characterizes the homes of successful literacy learners, both
middle and lower income, is the sheer range of opportunities to use literacy-
related practices as an integral part of daily family life (Anderson & Stokes,
1984; Auerbach, 1989). Children and aduilts experience reading and writing
not as isolated events but as part of the social activities with family and friends
in their homes and communities. Literacy-related activity, therefore, often
occurs in cultural contexts for action that is constructed by people in interac-
tion with one another (Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition, 1983).
Teale’s ethnographic study (1986), for example, reported that for almost 90%
of all reading and writing activities observed in 22 households, the focus of
the activities was not on literacy itself; rather, literacy occurred as aspects of
activities which enabled family members to organize their lives.

I argue that family literacy programs should be viewed within the cul-
tural context, a way of thinking, behaving and responding to one’s environ-
ment. Consequently, this article will show that there is great variability among
programs reflecting the specific needs of the participants and the commu-
nity. Several key features, however, appear common to each of the three
following models.
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Three Models
A Community-Based Program:
Family Intergenerational Literacy Lab

The Family Intergenerational Literacy Lab (FILL) is a community-based
program in Alabama designed to serve families with an average income of
$4500. The program aims at moving away from the traditionally General
Equivalency Diploma (GED) or child-centered focus of many family literacy
programs to one that is more holistic. Typically, reading instruction for adults
is centered on the goals established by each individual. For the first two hours
of the day, children attend a preschool program while parents attend classes
which focus on the ability to solve problems through reading and writing
skills and strategies. Time is set aside each day for parents and children to
spend time together, working on computers, playing games, and making
snacks for the children in preschool. The program also focuses on common
family activities such as trips to grocery stores, pharmacies and the library,
and social activities like musical plays and performances.

FILL is the product of a dynamic collaboration among community orga-
nizations. Vista volunteers help to recruit and organize activities. The local
book store donates books. Other agencies conduct workshops, with the transit
system providing tokens for all to attend in various locations. The senior center
helps by supporting child-care and making meals for special occasions. In
this small Alabama town, family literacy has become a community effort
bringing people from businesses, schools, and agencies together.

A Head Start Family Literacy Program:
The Ramab Navajo Family Literacy Pilot Project

In this isolated area of the Navajo nation, the Ramah Head Start pro-
gram has set out to establish a program that strengthens both the native lan-
guage and traditions of families as well as English language literacy skills.
Sensitive to the Navajo tradition, family literacy sessions begin with a ‘talking
circle,” a custom during which people articulate family and community con-
cerns and arrive at decisions that benefit both families and the community.
These concerns form the basis for a participatory reading curriculum, which
involves parents and extended family members in using literacy to solve
community concerns. In addition, on a regular basis, project leaders provide
informational workshops ranging from “How to be your child’s advocate in
the school/service agency system,” to making “toys from junk around the
house.” Traditionally, families join together with project staff for meals and
social occasions.

Since the Navajo tradition gives childrearing roles to the extended fam-
il f‘m family literacy team developed a mobile lending library with
]: KC tural books, toys, and developmentally appropriate learning materi-
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als. These materials provide opportunity for all those involved in the young
children’s lives to participate in playing, talking, and teaching in the context
of family life. The project has appeared to lay a firm foundation for continu-
ing family literacy approach in the larger community, creating greater aware-
ness and knowledge about holistic approaches to family and early childhood
development.

A School-Based Program:
Parvents and Children Reading Together

'The Book Club (Neuman, 1996) is a weekly get-together of parents from
early childhood classrooms to talk about and read children’s storybooks.
Designed to be a meeting place for conversations about children’s books
and a time for parents and children to read together, book clubs are held
weekly at schools for about 12 weeks. Sessions follow a similar format and
are co-facilitated by a parent leader and a bilingual teacher from the com-
munity. Parents are free to select either an English or Spanish version of the
story.

Each week begins with a choral reading of a children’s book. The facili-
tator dramatizes the action, emphasizes repetitive phrases, and sometimes
stops to ask questions as she reads. Following the reading, the facilitator then
engages parents in a discussion of the story, focusing on three key ques-
tions:

1. What would you want your child to take away from this book? Act-
ing as a recorder, the parent leader lists common themes, distinc-
tive qualities about the book, descriptive phrases, and unusual vo-
cabulary.

2. What kinds of questions or comments would you use to stimulate a
discussion of the story? Various question types, (e.g., recall, predic-
tion, and questions that related to other experiences), and other
books are recorded.

3. How would you help your child revisit this book? Parent sugges-
tions like rereading or activity extensions such as visiting a zoo,
making cookies, or going for walks together are described.

Conversations are designed to engage parents in analyzing events and
ideas presented in the story, relating stories to their own personal experi-
ences as well as helping to bridge these experiences to their children’s early
educational needs. In this respect, the discussion format assumes that par-
ents had rich experiences to share with others that could be applied to
children’s literature selections.

Library pockets and small index cards are provided so that parents can

E T C:e down questions they believe most useful for guiding discussions with
B K ¥

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



Susan B. Neuman 29

their children. Following the discussion of approximately 40 minutes, par-
ents then visit their child’s classroom and read their new book together for
about 15 minutes, depending on the level of interaction. For those less pro-
ficient parent readers, they may read the story to their child, or ask him or
her to pretend to read it to them; or they may tell the child the story as they
remembered it using the pictures as guides. Parents are given a new book
each week to add to their home libraries.

Pre- and post-test scores for children in these Book Clubs compared with
a control group indicate their effectiveness in enhancing children’s concepts
of print and receptive language skills. These results provide strong support
that smaller-scale, as well as comprehensive family literacy programs, can
enhance children’s achievement in schools.

Common Features of Programs
Although each of these models approach family literacy differently, there
are several common features. For example, these programs:
1. Offer literacy instruction to families, broadly defined, to include par-
ents, caregivers, siblings, extended family and young children,
2. Include strong participant involvement in curriculum planning and
development,
3. Create a supportive environment, where achievements (both short
and longer-term) are recognized and celebrated,
4. Provide opportunities for family and social networks to be formed
through activities in classrooms and communities, and
5. Know the community, its resources and seek active collaborations
with other social and educational services.

Providing educational support to families is an awesome challenge. In
the process of seeking the mechanisms for supporting literacy development,
researchers have redefined literacy as a far more complex process than was
ever conceived in the past. The challenge facing us today is to understand
how we can help to support collaborative relationships among schools, fami-
lies and communities to aid children’s literacy development.

ERIC
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Rona is currently working on several new
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Study Strategy Research; What Do the experts
Say? Contexts and Practices for Classroom Reading, and Reading Research-
ers in Search of Common Ground.

Rona indicates that in retrospect, “I've been speaking out and writing
for more rationality in what we do or mandate in schools to children and to
teachers for a good portion of my professional life. Now, I'm writing about
the need for some common ground in the reading profession in response [0
the ridiculous policies, mandates, and decisions we've all seen in our legisla-
tures and media.” Rona’s expression of this need and ber “expert study” was
the topic of ber Keynote Address at the College Reading Association’s confer-
ence in 1997. Pulling ideas from ber publication in the Phi Delta Kappan
(Flippo, 1997), “Sensationalism, politics, and literacy: What's going on?” Rona
asks us to continue to seek a “common ground” and to share our agreements
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W‘nen I was a young child, growing up in Brooklyn, NY, there were
certain words that I wasn’t supposed to say; if I did say them, I was told
that my mouth might be washed out with soap (this was a common threat to
children in that culture and time). The bad words then, in my “home com-
munity” on East 48th Street, were very different from the words some thought
were bad when I presented my study (December, 1996) in my “professional
community” at the National Reading Conference. The really bad word there
was “consensus.” Because I was admonished by some for use of “the word,”
Iintentionally tried not to use it during my next presentation of this study at
the International Reading Association (IRA) Convention (May, 1997a), and I
left it out entirely from the title of this College Reading Association presenta-
tion, as well as out of the papers and book proposals I subsequently wrote
about my study.

The argument against “consensus” was that it would dampen the com-
bustive sparks of intellectual discourse and intellectual growth and that it
could squelch productive debate and discussion.

Now, after almost one year, 'm gratified to see that others in our read-
ing community are beginning to call for some “consensus” or common ground.
For example, in this month’s Reading Today (October/November 1997), I
noted that Jack Pikulski, IRA’s new President, is warning that the very persis-
tent Reading War is getting “dangerous,” and the field does need to engage
in discussion that achieves some “consensus,” of some kind, soon.

Just listen to some of these headlines which I'll highlight from my Kappan
article (Flippo, 1997b, pp. 301-302) to remind you about what has been going
on in the media and in the political arena:

® “The Great Debate Revisited” (Levine, 1994, December, Atlantic
Monthly),

@ “As Reading Scores Plummet, States Get Hooked on Phonics” (Walters,
1996, April 18, Christian Science Moniton),

° “Parents Report on America’s Reading Crisis: Why the Whole Language
Approach to Teaching Has Failed Millions of Children” (Levine, 1996,
October, Parents Magazine),

° “Phonics Boom: Proponents Say Any Other Approach to Reading Only
Spells Trouble” (Kastor, 1996, November 15, Washington Posb),

e “Why Kids Can’t Read in California” (Saunders, 1996, January 12, San
Francisco Chronicle) (of course they don’t mention that as of 1990,
more than 137 different languages were represented in California, see
California Commission on Teacher Credentialing, 1996, as cited in
Flippo, 1997b),

° “California Leads Revival of Teaching by Phonics” (1996, May 22, New
York Times),
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« “State Embraces Phonics in Approving New Texts” (Colvin, 1996,
December 13, Los Angeles Times), and, I love this one:

o “State Rejects 2 Texts; Citing Phonics Law” (Gunnison, 1996, Decem-
ber 13, San Francisco Chronicle).

And within the reading community things are equally as volatile. If you
don’t think so, again take a look at this month’s Reading Today (October/
November 1997), where many IRA members respond to Dick Allington’s
commentary “Overselling Phonics,” which appeared in the August/Septem-
ber 1997 issue.

What started out as a mostly intellectual, research question to find some
areas of agreement in our field (because I saw a need for some common
ground eleven years ago when I started my study), has obviously tapped
into a raging battle within our profession and amongst the media, politicians,
and public. Because of this, the political implications of the study are now as
important as the data and the findings themselves. Therefore, much of what
I’'m going to talk about tonight will reflect this political tone (or tenor).

Basically, it appears that reading instruction has moved from “a concern”
amongst interested parents, teachers, administrators, and others interested
in education, to a “big” ticket item. In my December 1997 Kappan article, 1
point out that, in essence, the politicians have seized upon the ongoing reading
debate (within our profession) as an opportunity to promote their positions
and to draw attention to themselves as leaders of educational reform.

In fact, I believe that the political interest and “fire” behind the reading
debates have actually further fueled “the fires” to the point that many within
our profession are debating in a warlike manner—attack, defend position,
attack again.

Rather than continue to polarize ourselves by continually focusing on
our disagreements, I feel it is time to stop and really focus on the agreements
that we do share as a profession. That is what I tried to do with my study.

So, where can we start? Maybe with an answer to the question, “What
do reading researchers know?” We know that decisions about reading in-
struction should not be set up as extreme “either/or” positions. We know
that phonics and other necessary skills instruction can be taught by teachers
who have whole language philosophies. We also know that neither “phon-
ics” nor “whole language” is a method, and we know that teachers should
not be required to teach by one approach alone (Flippo, 1997b, pp. 302-
303).

Finally, we know that even though each of us has an individual set of
beliefs and philosophies regarding teaching, most of us would agree with
certain practices and contexts concerning learning and environments for

Q g In the remainder of this presentation I wish to report some major
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agreements among experts in the field of literacy and reading research. I
suggest that these agreements, which span philosophies, and others we will
find if we look, rather than the much publicized disagreements, should be
considered by state boards and politicians as they propose, shape, and man-
date their legislation (Flippo, 1997b, p. 303).

My study of experts spanned ten years. To gather these data I employed
a Delphi technique, which involved asking selected reading experts, who
represented the major schools of thought in literacy education, to specify what
they believed teachers “should do” and “shouldn’t do” in their classrooms to
promote reading development. Each of the selected experts generated his or
her own list of items anonymously, and the remaining experts agreed or
disagreed, again anonymously, with each item on these lists. Each round was
followed up with queries and interviews as needed (Flippo, 1997b, p- 303).

The experts involved in my study include Richard Anderson, Brian
Cambourne, Edward Fry, Yetta Goodman, Jane Hansen, Jerome Harste, Wayne
Otto, Scott Paris, P. David Pearson, George Spache, and Rand Spiro.

After four complete rounds, I found that there were 33 practices and con-
texts that the experts agreed would tend to make learning to read difficult for
children; they also agreed on 19 things that teachers might do to facilitate the
children’s learning to read (Flippo, 1997b, p. 303). Please note that this is not
about getting agreement on any “method”! This is about finding out what
people would agree to—people from many different philosophies.

For the first round of the study, I sent the experts Frank Smith’s (1973)
list of “Twelve Easy Ways to Make Learning to Read Difficult,” and the ex-
perts responded to those, either agreeing or disagreeing, or editing. The
experts also then began to develop their own lists during this first round.
Smith’s list of statements had been cited fairly often in the literature, and it
seemed to furnish an adequate starting point to stimulate interest and dis-
cussion among the experts.

The lists of agreements are lengthy, and some seem more important and
central to the current hot issues than others. Therefore, for this presentation
I will highlight the findings and generalize the agreements that seem most
significant to the debates reported in the media and to what the state boards
and legislatures have been acting on.

Practices that the experts agree would tend to make learning to read
difficult for students include:

* emphasizing only phonics instruction,

e drilling children on isolated letters or sounds,

» making sure that children do it correctly or not at all,

e focusing on the single best answer,

e making word-perfect oral reading the prime objective of your class-

l{llc room reading program,
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e focusing on reading skills rather than on interpretation and compre-
hension,

* using workbooks or worksheets with every reading lesson;

¢ grouping readers according to ability,

» following a basal program without making modifications,

* teaching letters and words one at a time and making sure each new
letter or word is learned before moving on to the next letter or word,
and

* expecting students to be able to spell correctly all the words they can
read.

Practices that experts agree would tend to facilitate learning to read in-
clude:

* bringing opportunities for reading, writing, talking, and listening to-
gether so that each feeds off and into the other,

» talking about and sharing different kinds of reading,

* focusing on using reading as a tool for learning,

* making reading functional and purposeful,

¢ developing positive self-perceptions and expectations concerning
reading,

* using a broad spectrum of sources and a variety of real books for
student reading materials,

* providing multiple and repeated demonstrations of how reading is
done or used, and

¢ using silent reading whenever possible and whenever appropriate to
the purpose (Flippo, 1997b, p. 304).

Some have criticized my study, saying that these items are too simplis-
tic—*“too common sensical,” or “too non-common sensical,” depending on
whether you’re talking about the desirable or undesirable contexts and prac-
tices—so that, they say, the conclusion, that there is some agreement, is flawed.

I'm not saying that these items aren’t simplistic, and I'm not saying that
they are necessarily the most important ones to focus on, but this study does
clearly show that experts from different camps can agree on practices that
are at the very least, related to teaching reading. And some of them are very
important and relevant. Additionally, I think that these agreements are very
important because people in the media, people in state legislatures, and even
some of those in our field, espousing one position or another, do not think
there is anything that all camps do agree on.

Here’s another criticism: others have criticized my study, saying that it
isn’t possible to discuss these practices and contexts across philosophies,
" @ :these experts come from different discourse communities and re-

E MC ak different languages. For instance, the critics say, these experts would
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define “reading” differently, so how can they even approach the idea of
consensus on anything?

I say, if we can’t even agree on a common language, how can we com-
municate with other people outside the field of reading about what we are
talking abour? How can we expect politicians, parents, teachers, and the media
to understand us? Are they (the critics) trying to say that our differing phi-
losophies limit us so much that we can’t understand each other and others
really cannot understand us? Frankly, 1 find this criticism as even more evi-
dence that we must seek some common ground.

Even men and women these days are learning to speak the others’ lan-
guage, as books like Men Are from Mars, Women are from Venus(Gray, 1992)
have shown us. And we better learn to speak the same language soon, to
intelligently discuss our agreements, or here’s what can happen: A recent
article in the U.S. News & World Report (Toch, 1996) illustrates how we are
perceived by the media and the real need we have for more professional
unity and political awareness:

In the reading debate, as in other school reform issues, many
progressives and traditionalists seem more eager to fight than to find
common ground, routinely misrepresenting each other’s views and
needlessly polarizing debates at students’ expense. It is left to the rest
of us to break through the overheated rhetoric, finding in both sides
important pieces of a national solution. (p. 64)

Do we really want the media and politicians to piece together their so-
lutions because we're fighting and arguing so much with each other that we
can’t “get it together”?

By the way, did you take notice, as 1 did, of the study done by Cassidy
and Wenrich, reported in the February/March 1997 issue of Reading Today?
They researched the “hot” and “not hot” topics today in reading research,
and found that “hot” topics—in other words, topics that are receiving cur-
rent, positive attention—are phonics, phonemic awareness, and skills instruc-
tion. But, listen to this, the “not hot” topics (the ones that are receiving nega-
tive or little attention) are comprebension, schema theory, and word knowi-
edge/vocabulary! This is, of course, the result of what has been going on
politically inside and outside our field.

Here’s more Brooklyn street culture: We, my friends and 1, boys and
girls alike, were very protective of our street. We lived on East 48th Street
between Avenues L and M. If any other kids ever set foot on our block, we
aggressively protected our turf, even if we had to throw stones, rocks, and
bricks at them to scare them away. Such has also become the custom among
those of us who protect turf in our field. Because people seem afraid that

E TC sement and consensus may weaken or neutralize the power of their ideas,
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many don’t want to allow anyone else on their block. They would resort to
the old Brooklyn way of throwing rocks to prevent it, even if this behavior
causes the neighborhood to get a bad reputation.

Let’s stop throwing rocks at each other. Let's “hang together” in our lit-
eracy neighborhood. I think we can take these agreements and other agree-
ments that the reading community will hopefully generate in the near future
from across philosophies and say to the media and politicians that the field
of reading professionals are standing on a common ground, and we do not
believe that the political solutions now being pushed are good for children
or conducive to reading development. In fact, if you carefully review these
agreements among these diverse experts, you will see that the political solu-
tions offered in California and other states where politicians are jumping on
the “back to phonics” bandwagon are often counter to what literacy experts
across philosophies believe to be facilitative practices and contexts (Flippo,
1997b, p. 304).

I believe we need balance between agreement and disagreement, just
like we need a balance of reading approaches. Since all we've focused on in
the past is the disagreements, it is the model we’ve become most familiar
with in our field. I feel that we need to begin looking at agreement in some
way very soon.

And, for those of you who feel that we've seen the worst, and surely things
will get better; Nicholas Lemann in the new Atlantic Monthly(November 1997)
article, entitled “The Reading Wars” predicts that (a) efforts to establish greater
quality control in public education (translating to “more central authority”) will
8o on constantly for the next few decades, (b) schools all over the country
will be hard pressed by parents and politicians to move toward imparting skills,
without considering development of a joy of learning, and (c) as long as the
US continues in its current prosperous and peaceful condition, the more that
the politicians and the press will keep school curricula issues in the fore of
American politics.

In closing, and on a more positive note, I do want to say that since doing
my last presentations, I do now see evidence that more people are talking
more about the need for “common ground.” Whether we call it “common
ground,” “agreement,” or yes, that bad word “consensus,” others now seem
1o be looking for it, and I applaud that idea.

We don’t give up anything by being a respectful community. Growth in
our field will not be sacrificed or diminished just because we aren’t arguing
publicly with each other. And, we don’t need to agree on everything either.
We already acknowledge our differences. Now, let’s acknowledge some
common ground.

ERIC
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Introduction

My role has been cast by the program committee as that of the histo-
rian—not only for the early beginnings of the CRA, but as an observer of the
focus of reading during those first two decades . . . the 1950’s and 1960s.

Beginnings of the College Reading Association
The idea for an association of professionals in reading education in
colleges and universities in the middle Atlantic States came in the late 1950's,
soon after the advent of the National Reading Conference and the South-
Q st Reading Council, neither of which included colleagues from Pennsyl-
E MC ia, New Jersey, Maryland or Delaware.
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Getting reading professors together for a conference in a particular spot
at a specified time to brainstorm the possibilities was, in those years, a diffi-
culttask. At times it was discouraging, but, chiefly through the continuing faith
in the idea and effort of Dr. Al Mazurkiewicz and the support of his admin-
istration at Lehigh University, the fledgling CRA was saved from early demise.

It proved to be a great and viable concept. For the first time on the East
Coast, it brought together a group of professionals who were not struggling
for power and fame but treated each other as colleagues. Those were the
times when most were mounting programs for training classroom teachers
in reading materials and methods and developing advanced programs for
teachers who sensed the need and opportunity for becoming reading spe-
cialists. Ideas were to be shared. No one was in competition; we operated as
friends. I feel that same camaraderie here today, after more than forty years.

Other reading associations predate the formation of CRA (1958). The New
England Reading Association had been organized by Donald Durrel, his
associates, and loyal Boston University graduates ten years earlier (1948).
Seven years later (1954), the International Reading Association was organized
by some of the big names in the basal reading business. Neither reading
organization served the needs of the university professors but encouraged any
and all (teachers, parents, bookmen, publishers, authors and students) to
become members, to subscribe to journals, and to attend annual meetings.

I believe it was about the time of my presidency that we tried several
co-sponsored sessions with the IRA, but, because of the generic nature of
that group, our efforts were not successful. The reason was that we were
interested in developing programs for educating teachers and in developing
college reading clinics.

Eventually, the CRA came to encompass a wider geographic area while
remaining a friendly group of first-name colleagues. Because of the dedica-
tion of countless numbers of like-minded colleagues, its future is assured
from now (1997) far into the 21st century. Even though most of its origina-
tors are no longer with us, their ideas remain as valid and viable as a half-
century ago.

Reflections on the Focus of Reading 1950’s-1960’s

In the early decades of the 20th century, reading research was a natural
outgrowth of psychological research by university psychologists who were
concentrating on studies of the variables in human learning. Psychologists
most frequently used the various facets of reading as the media for those
psychological investigations. That research supported the fact that reading is
a very complicated galaxy of innate and learned behaviors. Briefly stated,
E TC~ionsl1ip of psychological research and reading is apparent with the
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mention of such concepts as repetition; drill; phonics; look-say; speed of
perception; cognition; associative learning; past experience; the bell curve;
individual differences; maturation; readiness; growth curves; graded basals;
incremental learning, etc. Those were the variables that were the focus of
reading at the beginning of the 1950’s.

Basal readers were, with few exceptions, the most significant focus in
reading in the 1950’s and 1960’s. They were a gold-mine for the fifteen ma-
jor publishing houses in spite of the enormous outlays of money necessary
to mount each series. To acquire accurate information for my book, The Basal
Reader Approach to Reading, 1 was able to establish a confidential relation-
ship with the managing editors of each of those series. I learned that between
$15,000,000 and $20,000,000 were required to plan for the methods and
materials that comprised each of the graded readers, the accompanying
workbooks, teachers’ manuals, and ancillary commissioning of gorgeous il-
lustrations done by dozens of top artists. Such sums of start-up money would
exceed the equivalent of $50,000,000 today. Huge investments necessitated
big promotions.

Big-name so-called “editors” were acquired from among the movers and
shapers of the International Reading Association. The names of those lead-
ers assured respectability and authenticity to the series, even though those
under contract acted in most instances only as advisors. In some cases they
did produce stories for the first few levels of the series, but in at least one
instance, the well-known “editor” and former IRA president conscripted his
graduate students as ghost writers of the story lines, using prepared controlled
vocabulary lists for each level. There was also a formula for controlling the
number of times that each new whole-word was to be used. Whole-word
learning, was supposedly assured through controlled repetition and progres-
sive increments as the children progressed through the levels of the basal
series.

Big money was to be made through state-wide adoptions of a particular
series. A barrage of promotions ensued, and exposure at the annual IRA
conventions was impressive. Classroom teachers welcomed basal readers as
great tools to use, inasmuch as the teachers’ manuals provided packaged
lesson plans and elaborate suggestions for expansion and enrichment of each
day’s segment of learning. Student workbooks and other ancillary materials
proved to be a boon to classroom teachers who were faced with a curricu-
lum crowded with demands in arithmetic, social studies, writing, science,
health, music, art, holidays, programs, parental conferences, assessments, etc.

In the early 1960’s it was apparent that a significant shift was beginning
in the focus of reading. There arose some challenges to the supremacy of

@ al readers as the main media of reading instruction in America’s schools.

E MC beginning of decades of chaos and confusion had arrived.
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“Phonics-First” enthusiasts, represented collectively by the Reading Re-
form Foundation, promoted phonics instruction as the essential basis of read-
ing. Naturally, they were portrayed as radical reactionaries and stuffy “has-
beens.” Jeannie Chall's Learning to Read: The Great Debate (1967) attempted
to encourage the profession to use impartial basals, as well as direct phonics
instruction, and to espouse some of the newer fads beginning to appear.
The result was that teachers-in-training received little or no training in the
uses of basal readers or phonics.

Holistic learning became a popular theme, perhaps based on the German
“Gestalt” psychological school, in which it was recognized that “the whole is
greater than the sum of its parts.” That movement eventually evolved into the
currently-popular buzz-word, “literacy,” promoted by Dr. Marie Clay at one
of the IRA meetings and wholeheartedly accepted by many who were grasping
for something new and, therefore, better. It seems to have brought forth the
idea of “whole language.” Theorists seemed to have the idea that children
utilize the same innate means for reading as they do for oral language.

Similarly, attention to the gifted child encouraged the notion that, inas-
much as many gifted children developed their own “systems” for reading
before being formally instructed in the classroom, why not have all children
“learn to read by reading?” “Just do it.” Another challenge was launched when
“Sesame Street” appeared on daytime TV, and many children arrived at kin-
dergarten with some basic reading skills. “What to do now?”

Moreover, the U.S. Office of Education sidetracked excellence in read-
ing instruction by hiring a huge staff of federal and state bureaucrats, most
of whom were totally ignorant of the methods, materials or research in read-
ing instruction. Their jobs were to run the quickly-devised mechanism for
doling out the tens of millions of federal dollars that had been voted to “en-
courage the development of innovative programs.” I met the head of the
entire program in Washington. He was a history professor and questioned
me, “What is all this about reading? . . . Don't the schools teach reading? Hasn't
everyone learned to read when they get out of school?”

Our rich Uncle Sam was just what was needed, and at an opportune time,
to satisfy the urge for something different and “innovative” by financing the
most fantastic, imaginative, worthy-and-unworthy schemes ever to appear in
the world of education, the majority of which were in the field of reading.
Hundreds of proposals, seeking federal monies, were quickly devised. To
briefly describe a few should illustrate the camival of hucksters that hit the road
to school; each hawking his own panacea. This was when the focus of read-
ing instruction became totally fractured. The result: NO focus at all!

The butcher, the baker and the candlestick maker suddenly appeared as
rea Sing specialists: Glenn Doman, a physiotherapist, made national headlines

E MCB book for parents, “Teach Your Baby to Read.” It created an uproar
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and more division between many schools of thought. “Progressive education”
had, by the 1950’s, been in vogue for long enough to illustrate some of its
shortcomings in the meager attention to what were considered to be basics,
especially in reading. These shortcomings became fertile territory for old-time
reactionaries such as Mae Carden, who left her center of operations in New
Jersey and hit the road, promoting “co-rec-tuh pro-nun-cee-ay-shun,” thereby
stirring up a storm. Fueling the reactionary movement were two best-sellers,
“Educational Wastelands” (Arthur Bestor, 1953) and “Tomorrow’s Illiterates”
(Charles C. Walcutt, 1961). Many ridiculed the Carden System as stilted and
archaic. Nonetheless, the Carden System found acceptance in a number of
school systems in California and elsewhere, perhaps a foreunner of the reac-
tions that are currently rocking California schools today.

Would you believe that the “archaic” notion of formally teaching phon-
ics is presented in one of the highlighted articles as part of the special issue
entitled, “What Makes a Good School?” in last week’s TIME magazine! And,
as might be expected, another debate has begun with the IRA Board of Di-
rectors doing a jig around the subject. We have come around full circle. “Back
to the Future.”

Romalda Spalding, another product of the “old school” also toured,
demonstrating the features of her “Writing Road to Reading.” My research
and observation of her system in operation leaves me convinced of its effec-
tiveness, providing a teacher is dedicated enough to follow its rigid routine.
In one sense, it was a “whole language” approach based on correct pronun-
ciation, spelling and writing as logical components of excellence in reading.
The last time I spoke with Mrs. Spalding was in Hawaii in 1993. I observed
that she had already progressed through several of the first stages of
Altzheimers. Consequently, it is my prediction that her approach may not
survive without her enthusiastic demonstrations.

Another “innovative” idea (although it had been tried decades before)
was revision of our 26-letter alphabet to accommodate our 44 sounds. One
of the most innovative of all was the “Initial Teaching Alphabet,” better known
as i/t/a. It was an amalgamation of earlier works by Britons, especially Sir
Isaac Pitman. When it finally was imported to America, it attracted the atten-
tion of reading specialists who recognized its logic; our own Al Mazurkiewicz
being one of them. In 1964, the Ford Foundation for the Advancement of
Education funded the experiment and eventually it was adopted by school
systems such as Reading (Pennsylvania). Other fonetic-alfabet systems were
tried, but the dream of a perfect, regular, predictable language continues to
remain a dream.

Many newcomers to education surfaced in the 1960’s as instant reading
specialists. Nancy Rambush, a self-described “pushy Catholic parent,” strongly

E ‘l‘lcsuccessfully promoted the revival of the highly-structured Montessori
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Method that she had discovered during a sojourn in Europe. DISTAR (Direct
Instruction Systems for Teaching Arithmetic and Reading) was the brainchild
of Dr. Carl Bereiter, a psychologist at the University of Illinois. Siegfried En-
gelmann, an advertising and promotion man, saw its glamorous possibilities
as a showmanship bonanza. The system was exclusively a teacher-centered,
structured, canned approach through which all children learned simulta-
neously, under directions read from an easel by the teacher. Engelmann, a
fast talker, put on great shows for teachers and fielded their objections like
a pro.

“Reading readiness” had become a popular buzz word. Many schemes
were developed to fill the “need” for readiness training stich as establishing
left-to-right directionality for reading in English. Maverick plans surfaced claim-
ing to be effective reading-readiness activities; among them were those popular
with physiotherapists. Children were soon structured into programs designed
to train them in left-to-right directionality as a reading-readiness skill. Sys-
tems to achieve that visionary goal were mounted to have children creep-
ing, crawling, walking beams, and crossing themselves from left-to-right. It
seemed logical that Catholic children would just naturally become better
readers than Protestants.

Perhaps the most innovative of the many gaining attention was the “Talk-
ing Typewriter” experiment by Dr. O. K. Moore, a social psychologist at Yale.
His program was called a “responsive environments approach.” His type-
writer with its computer-like screen and visual and verbal response systems
was, without a doubt, a dream fulfilled by today’s classroom computer. It
used interactive programmed visual and verbal responses to help children
learn to read. His research was funded by a grant from the Navy. This was
an innovation that apparently escaped serious attention by educators.

The large sums of Federal monies and interest in machines as teaching
aids spawned a dozen or more bits of electronic hardware. One example is
the “Tachistiscope” (Greek word, takhos-speed) through which a film trav-
els carrying the script of a story. Its speed could be controlled. Similarly, the
“Tach-X” carried phrases and the “Flash-X” supplanted flash cards with flash
words. Overhead projector programs were tried with little success. Eye-
movement studies became routine as part of testing children with reading
disabilities. “Speed Reading” was developed originally for older students, but
it eventually was taken over and promoted commercially for adults. Mobile
reading labs were housed in large vans that visited a school one day, pulled
up anchor, and moved to a different school the next day. Their large cost
and personnel and upkeep were easily financed, as were packaged reading
centers equipped with the latest hardware and software. These and scores
ad C{‘wer plans were the multi-focused reading scene that faced CRA mem-
MC those first two decades.

IToxt Provided by ERI

C.

5



46 Literacy and Communities

Money became the motivation for reading gimmicks and gadgets in those
years, and we, as professional teacher educators, were in a quandary to know
how to deal with them in the elementary reading curriculum. Moreover, the
United State Office of Education (USOE). was also offering us plenty of money
to set up conferences and institutes in our colleges and universities. The offers
of those federal grants gave rise to the term “grantsmanship” to describe those
individuals clever enough to plan proposals, many of which contained them-
selves as the directors of the proposed operations. Those conferences and
workshops frequently resulted in the creation of instant reading specialists
after 6 weeks exposure.

At one such institute in which I participated in Appalachia (reading for
the disadvantaged) it seemed that the institute promoted more confused teach-
ers and, moreover, offered them amazing machines to take back to their
schools in the hills and hollers . . . many of which had no electricity to run
the mechanical wonders.

Dyslexia became another buzz-word in the 1950’s and 1960’s. It was used
frequently to shield the possibility that, just perhaps, the “dyslexic” child had
never been in an effective reading program, or in one of continuity. Many
teachers tossed the word “dyslexic” around carelessly, creating concerned
parents and “identifying” scores of children as dyslexic.

Another buzz-word that created a stir was “linguistics.” Publishers of basal
readers quickly changed the covers to assure selection committees that their
materials were “linguistically based.” . . . not aware of the fact that there are
several kinds of linguistics. Summer reading conferences, as well as the IRA
conferences quickly devised sections on linguistics. Even teachers began glibly
speaking in linguistic terms. At the New England Reading Conference (Fall,
1963) Dr. Henry Lee Smith, the featured speaker from Buffalo University,
advised me that he was America’s foremost linguistics scholar. His scholarly
presentation on linguistics was over the heads of most, if not all, in atten-
dance. Nevertheless, many went away thrilled at the thought of having been
exposed to linguistics and thinking they could speak authoritatively on that
new fad. Thus, linguistics soon became another structured sequence of
phonograms, just about as senseless as anything devised previously: “Dan.
Dan can. Dan can fan. Dan can fan Ann.”

New fads, schemes, buzz-words, gimmicks, and gadgets continued to
appear annually with the opening of every yearly reading conference. Some
lasted only until the next year . . . some until the demise of their originators.
Others continued until it became apparent to some CRA members that it was
expedient to get with each new and currently-popular tune being played by
each new Pied Piper.

57
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Some Conclusions

Are these “Reflections on Reading in the 1950’s and 1960’s” to remain
just a parade of gimmicks, new patent medicines, snake oils, machinery, and
classroom voodoo, whose originators guarantee success? It is my opinion
that these reflections will remain just such interesting trivia unless some “les-
sons of history” are derived from them. First, is the fact that thousands of
teachers took advantage of federal money to attend workshops, conferences,
and seminars on reading. This was a significant turning point in the world of
reading. Teachers became thinkers, rather than followers of pre-planned
reading materials and methods. Some became innovators. Most were better
for the experience. Second, reading became an important subject for discus-
sion and concern, not only among educators, but at local school budget
hearings, with political pow-wows and with the media. Third, it should be
significant that 25,000 studies and research investigations have been done
on reading methods and materials, yet most of the new fads that paraded
across the reading stage ignored research. Fourth, most of the “innovative”
schemes were promoted by honest people who sincerely believed that each
material and/or method was the best, and each deserved to be tried. Fifth,
and perhaps, most important, is the fact that the field of education and read-
ing in particular, was wide open in the 50’s and 60’s to each and every huck-
ster who surfaced. The reading world welcomed each regardless of logic;
regardless of research; regardless of proof.

So, that's the way it was.

If the lessons of history tell us that history repeats itself . . . that the mis-
takes of the past are bound to be repeated in the future, can it be possible
that the 1950’s and 1960’s foretell the future?

A note of thanks to Estill Alexander and to Susan Strode for their untir-
ing work.
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Abstract

The literary understanding of first and second graders was studied as
picture storybooks were read aloud to them. Over seven montbs, field notes
and transcripted audiotapes of 83 readalouds were collected: 45 representa-
tive transcripts were selected for intensive analysis. There were five types of
literary understanding: (a) textual analysis, (b) intertextual connections, (c)
personal connections, (d) becoming “lost” in the story, and (e) using the text
as a platform for creative expression. Teachers’ scaffolding roles including
reading; managing/encouraging; clarifying/probing; wondering/Speculating
and extending/refining. Children learned illustration conventions, using all
the visual stimuli of the picturebook. Two-thirds of the conversational turns
took place during the readalouds, suggesting the importance of allowing chil-
dren 1o talk during the reading of the story. Intertextual connections proved
10 be pivotal in enabling children to make various interpretive moves.

R;eading stories aloud to children is a common practice in both home and
chool. Researchers have accumulated a great deal of knowledge about
how these readalouds of storybooks enhance children’s development of lit-
eracy (Sulzby & Teale, 1991). Cited benefits include the development of a
love of books (Holdaway, 1979); understanding the difference between oral
]:lillcxtten language and the acquisition of “book language” (Baker &
S 60
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50 Literacy and Community

Freebody, 1989); and development of a sense of story and story structure
(Meyer & Rice, 1984). Through storybook readalouds, children may also learn
the conventions of print and “how books work” (Clay, 1991). Storybook
reading also enhances vocabulary development and listening comprehen-
sion (Dickinson & Smith, 1994), as well as contributing to independent read-
ing and writing ability in general (Morrow, 1989). One aspect of young
children’s literacy development that has received much less attention from
researchers is literary understanding and interpretation.

This article reports on part of a qualitative descriptive study (Sipe, 1996)
of the construction of literary understanding of picturebooks by a class of
first- and second-grade children as suggested by their responses before, during,
and after storybook readalouds. The purpose was to describe richly what
constituted literary understanding for the children in one literature-rich class-
room.

The research questions were: (a) What is the nature of the literary un-
derstanding of young children, displayed by their talk during readalouds of
picture storybooks? and (b) How do adults (the classroom teacher and the
researcher) scaffold the children’s developing literary understanding during
storybook readalouds?

The study was framed with the theory of social constructivism (Gergen,
1985; Schwandt, 1994). The following principles summarize the theory in
relation to discussion during storybook readalouds:

1. Human beings socially construct their understanding of the world
(and of literature) by social interaction. Oral language is the primary
component of social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986; Wertsch,
1985). Therefore, one important way of investigating children’s lit-
erary understanding is to analyze their talk about stories.

2. Children’s talk about stories is always situated in a particular social
context, and the natural setting of the classroom is the most appro-
priate place to study it, rather than a clinical setting (Gumperz, 1986).
In this case, the social context was the familiar storybook readaloud
situation in the classroom.

3. Children’s developing understanding is enabled by scaffolding from
adults and more capable peers (Wood, 1989). Scaffolding involves
solving problems jointly; arriving at shared understandings through
discussion; warmth and responsiveness; engaging children in tasks
they could not perform for themselves, but which they can perform
with assistance; and promoting self-regulation (Berk & Winslor, 1995).
Therefore, it is important to investigate the teacher’s role in discus-
sion during storybook readalouds.

@ 4. Children and their teachers construct the rules and conventions of

E119
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what counts as literary understanding within the context of their
dassroom interpretive community (Culler, 1975; Fish, 1980).

Researchers have established that storybook reading is an important
contributor to young children’s emerging literacy development. The signifi-
cance of the study reported here lies in its focus on a less-researched aspect
of literacy development: how young children interpret, analyze, and respond
1o literature, developing “literary competence” (Culler, 1975) during the reading
of stories. Most research on literary understanding deals with children in home
or preschool settings (Cochran-Smith, 1984; Crago & Crago, 1983; Wolf &
Heath, 1992); or children who are in third grade or older (Cox & Many, 1992;
Galda, 1982; Wiseman, Many, & Altieri, 1992; Zarillo & Cox, 1992). This study
concerned first and second graders, whose literary responses have been less
frequently researched. Moreover, most research on literary understanding deals
with children’s discussions afier a story has been read, in literature discus-
sion groups, literature circles, books clubs, or “grand conversations” (Daniels,
1994; Eeds & Wells, 1989; McGee, 1992; McMahon & Raphael, 1997; Short &
Pierce, 1990). The study reported here concerned children’s talk with each
other and with the teacher during storybook readalouds. Sharing and talk-
ing through their ideas assisted the children in reaching higher levels of lit-
erary understanding. The study supports the view that such free exchanges
about literature during storybook readalouds should be encouraged in pri-
mary classrooms.

Methodology

The study took place over a period of seven months in a first- and sec-
ond-grade classroom in a school with a long history of using children’s lit-
erature in creative ways. The choice of site was an instance of “intensity
sampling” (Patton, 1990), since the phenomenon to be studied was likely to
be intensely manifested in such a literature-rich school. The school’s popu-
lation came from mostly blue collar families. The class of 27 children consti-
tuted a racial and cultural mix that included Euro-American, African-Ameri-
can, and Native American children, with a strong representation of children
with Appalachian backgrounds.

The classroom teacher’s philosophy of teaching and learning was, like
that of the entire school, based on the model of the British Primary Schools
(Brown & Precious, 1968; MacKenzie & Kernig, 1975). She valued (a) infor-
mal learning situations, where the children had a great deal of choice in
determining their own focus; (b) an integrated approach, where activities
were given unity around a common theme; and (c) the active and social

Q of the learning that took place as children spoke freely to each other
EMC orked on projects in small groups. Reading, writing, listening, and
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52 Literacy and Community

speaking permeated the school day, as children engaged in these projects.
The teacher had a well-developed knowledge of children’s literature, and
used trade books to teach reading. She read stories to the children twice
daily, and her reading style was interactive: she encouraged discussion dur-
ing the reading of the stories.

Three literary genres were represented in the study: folk/fairy tales; re-
alistic fiction; and contemporary fantasy. These genres were chosen because
they formed part of the series of thematic units the teacher had planned for
the year. Decisions about the specific books to be read were made jointly
between the teacher and the researcher.

Although response to literature permeated the classroom in creative play,
drama, art, writing, and many other ways (Hickman, 1981), the focus of the
study was the talk before, during, and after storybook readalouds. The study
considered this talk in three contexts: (a) in readaloud sessions by the teacher
with the whole class, (b) in readalouds done by the researcher with two small
groups of five children each, and (c) in one-to-one readalouds done by the
researcher with each of the ten children in the two small groups. The small
group and one-to-one readalouds were conducted in the hallway immedi-
ately outside the classroom. The children were accustomed to using this space
for various activities, including individual and small group work.

During the large group readalouds, the researcher sat with the children
as the teacher read, making observational field notes. During the small group
and one-to-one readalouds, the researcher assumed the role of the reader of
the story, closely following the teacher’s interactive style. The researcher’s
stance, therefore, ranged on the continuum of participation-observation
(Spradley, 1980). The read-aloud discussions (35 whole-group, 28 small group,
and 20 one-to-one) were audiotaped and transcribed by the researcher.

A representative sample of 45 complete transcripts was chosen for in-
tensive analysis. The sample was chosen so that it included data () from the
beginning, middle, and end of the study, (b) from all three literary genres,
and (c) from each of the three contexts (the one-to-one readalouds, small
group readalouds, and readalouds to the whole class). The data were ana-
lyzed recursively and iteratively, according to the constant comparative method
(Glaser & Strauss, 1978; Lincoln & Guba, 1985), by assigning codes and cat-
egories and modifying them as the analysis proceeded (Bogdan & Biklen,
1992), proceeding according to the three-stage model of open coding, axial
coding, and selective coding described by Strauss and Corbin (1990). The
unit of analysis was the conversational turn.

In open coding, descriptive codes were formulated from the collection
of the first piece of data, and tested against subsequent data. All the data
F used in this stage of coding. In axial coding, the 45 representative tran-

MC s were intensively analyzed by coding each conversational turn. As well,
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a manageable number of conceptual categories was developed through
combining codes that had similar foci. In seletive coding, the conceptual
categories were used to describe what Strauss and Corbin refer to as the “core
category,” the overarching construct of the research. In this case, the
overarching construct was the children’s literary understanding. In this way,
a grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1978) of this classroom’s construction
of literary competence (Culler, 1975) emerged through “data-theory
bootstrapping” (Richards & Richards, 1994), as the conceptual categories were
modified according to the developing theory. In all, two complete passes
were made through the data set, with further passes through parts of the
data that seemed especially rich.

Findings and Discussion
Research Question 1: The Children’s Construction
of Literary Understanding

It was found that the children’s responses fell into five conceptual cat-
egories. Each conceptual category corresponded to a different type of liter-
ary understanding. Thus, the literary understanding of these children had
five components or aspects. They were: (a) the analytical, (b) the intertextual,
(©) the personal, (d) the transparent, and (e) the performative.

Category 1, The Analytical, comprised responses that seemed to be aimed
at dealing with the text as an opportunity to construct narrative meaning.
For example, children discussed the media used to produce the illustrations;
the structure and meaning of the verbal text; the illustration sequence; the
ways in which the verbal text and pictures related to each other; conven-
tional visual semiotic codes; and the traditional elements of narrative (set-
ting, characters, plot, and theme), as well as narrative techniques such as
foreshadowing. Also included in this category were responses which dealt
with the book as a made object or cultural product, as well as discussion
about the relationship between fiction and reality. This category was by far
the largest, comprising approximately 73% of the children’s conversational
turns in the coded data.

A strong example of the children’s analytical skills may be seen in their
discussion of the structure of The Napping House (Wood, 1984), a cumula-
tive tale in which a series of animals and people join a “sleeping granny” on
a bed until they are finally awakened in the morning by a flea. The children
noticed that “it gets smaller and smaller” because each of the successive
characters is smaller than the one before. They also noticed that each page
contains “more and more” words, concluding that “The words go from small
to b12 and the animals go from big to small.” The children were making

]: KC ations about the structure of the entire story. They also noticed that
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the illustration sequence represents a change in point of view. In the open-
ing illustrations, the viewer seems to be on the same level as the bed. In
subsequent illustrations, the viewer seems to be positioned further and fur-
ther above the bed. As Terry commented, “It’s like you're standing on the
floor, and then you kind of walk up the wall backwards. Because, first you
are looking straight at it, and then you're starting to go up and you’re look-
ing down a lot.”

The front and back endpages of The Napping House also occasioned
some analytical discussion. In this book, the front endpages are a shade of
dark blue-gray, and the back endpages are light blue. After noticing the dif-
ference in the endpages, Sally and Gordon interpreted the change:

Sally: That makes sense, because it's dark when the story starts, so there’s
a darker endpage, and it’s lighter when the story ends. So the endpage is
lighter, back there.

Gordon: Yeah, that makes sense! Darker, then lighter. That’s different,
like most books, the endpages are the same on the front and the back.

A final example of responses in the analytical category is Brad's com-
ment about the flea in The Napping House. “The flea is the alarm clock in
this story!” When the teacher asked him to say more about his idea, Brad
amplified: “Well, the flea wakes 'em all up, they’re all sleeping, and the flea’s
their alarm clock because he wakes 'em up.” Brad was making an interpre-
tive comment about the function of one of the story characters.

Within the analytical category, analysis of illustrations (as in Terry’s com-
ments on perspective in the example above) was an important part of the
children’s meaning making. Twenty-three percent of the children’s conver-
sational turns in all the coded data concerned this type of visual analysis,
showing that the children were paying close attention to the visual aspects
of the picture storybooks.

Of special note was the interpretive use children made of elements unique
to the picturebook format. The peritext (Higonnet, 1990) of the picturebooks
(all the visual and textual information other than the actual text and illustra-
tions for the story itself) was very important in adding to the children’s expe-
rience of the picturebook. The children discussed the semiotic significance
of the front and back covers, dustjacket, front and back endflaps, endpages,
half-title and title pages, dedication pages. The children also developed an
understanding of how illustrators portray the illusion of three-dimensional
space in a two-dimensional illustration; interpreted the semiotic significance
of colors; and interpreted the various conventions for portraying movement
in illustrations.

Category 2, The Intertextual, indicated that the children were making
~~~nections between the text being read aloud and other texts: other books;

mc‘work of other artists and illustrators, movies, videos, advertisements, TV
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programs, or the writing or art of classmates. In this category, the text at hand

(the story being read aloud) was linked to other texts with which the chil-

dren were familiar; thus the text was understood or interpreted in the con-

text of a matrix of related texts. This category comprised approximately 10%

of the children’s conversational turns in the coded data, indicating their fa-

miliarity with a wide range of literature.

For example, during the reading of The Napping House, Mickey com-
mented that it reminded him of The Sweetest Fig (Van Allsburg, 1993), “be-
cause there’s a lot of dreaming in that one, too.” Mickey was connecting the
two stories by their similarity of content. The discussion continued, with an
observation that the illustrations in The Napping House are gently indistinct
or “hazy”:

. Mickey: And The Sweetest Fig has kind of hazy illustrations, too.

. Teacher: Yes, I think it does. Hazy, and indistinct colors.

. Mickey: But in The Sweetest Fig, it's because of the dots.

. Teacher: Because of the dots?

. Mickey: Yeah, it's done the same way that French painter, what's
his name? Seurat, with lots of little dots, and remember we talked
about how it looks sort of hazy?

6. Teacher: Oh yes, pointillism, like in Seurat. Thank you for making
that connection, Mickey.

In this vignette (at 1), Mickey makes another intertextual connection
between The Napping House and The Sweelest Fig, not only do they both
concern the topic of dreaming, but the illustrations in both books resemble
each other in their hazy or indistinct quality. At 3 and 5, having compared
the illustrations, Mickey proceeds to contrast them: in 7he Sweetest Fig, the
haziness is due to the grainy texture of the illustrations that look like they are
composed of “lots of little dots.” Mickey then goes on to make a connection
to another “visual text,” a painting (or paintings) by Seurat, the French pointillist
artist. Thus, Mickey has made a series of interesting intertextual connections,
not only between the plots and illustrations of The Napping House and The
Sweetest Fig, but also between The Sweetest Fig and the art of Seurat.

Intertextual connections seemed to be of pivotal importance for the
children, as shown by the many ways in which they used these links:

1. They interpreted personal experiences in the light of intertextual
connections.
2. They used intertextual connections to make symbolic interpretations
of elements of the text.
3. Intertextual connections assisted children in predicting what might
happen in the narrative.
Q 4. Intertextual connections figured largely in the children’s creation and
E KC modification of schemata for stories.
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5. Intertextual connections allowed the children to construct and re-
fine their ideas about illustration style.

6. Intertextual connections were utilized to interpret story characters’
feelings, motivations, or actions.

7. Children used intertextual connections to position themselves above
the dynamics of the narrative; to stand outside and above, as it were,
in order to take on new interpretive perspectives in relation to the
story.

8. Lastly, intertextual connections tended to beget other intertextual
connections. The process gathered momentum like a rolling snow-
ball, until a critical mass was reached that enabled the children to
achieve a higher level of interpretive understanding or predictive
power.

In this study, children’s ability to make these intertextual links was likely
facilitated by the reading of many versions of some traditional tales. For
example, many versions of the Cinderella tale (traditional European; Chi-
nese; African; modern gender-reversed variants, and others) formed a rich
interpretive context upon which the children could draw when experienc-
ing a new version. As cognitive flexibility theory (Spiro, Coulson, Feltovich,
& Anderson, 1994) suggests, the children were able to build up their knowl-
edge across a number of cases.

Responses in Category 3, The Personal, suggested that the children were
connecting the text being read aloud to events and situations in their own
lives. As in the work of Cochran-Smith (1984), there were two types of per-
sonalizing responses. A life-to-text connection was one in which the chil-
dren utilized some experience from their own lives to understand or illumi-
nate the text being read aloud. A text-to-life connection was one in which
the children used the text in order to understand or illuminate something in
their own lives. The responses in this category were thus essentially per-
sonal in nature, and the text seemed to act as a stimulus for a personal con-
nection. This category comprised approximately 10% of the children’s con-
versational turns in the coded data.

For example, during the reading of Owi Moon (Yolen, 1987), Jane Yolen’s
poetic story of a girl who goes out at night with her father to search for owls,
the children made many personal connections to times they had been out at
night or in the forest:

Bill: It reminds me when I was four years old, and 1 went camping.

Alice: When I went camping, I was closer to the woods.

Sally: I remembered at Christmas time, when we were out driving around

looking at the lights.

O
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Thus, the children were personalizing and interpreting the story by con-
necting it to similar occasions in their own lives. These types of connections
were text-to-life connections.

The children also made life-to-text connections by using stories to inter-
pret experiences in their own lives. For example, Peggy observed that she
had gone on a walk while camping, and entered a “moon-filled tunnel” that
was full of graffiti and beer cans; she wished it were as clean and unspoiled
as the forest in Owl Moon. Thus, Peggy was remembering an experience in
her life and using the literary text of Ow! Moon to reflect on its meaning.

In Category 4, The Transparent, the responses indicated that the children
had momentarily become so engaged with the story that they had “entered”
it and become part of its “secondary world” (Benton, 1992). The word “trans-
parent” is used to describe this category because the responses indicated that
the world of the story and the children’s world became transparent to one
another. Talking directly to the story characters or “talking back to the story”
was taken to be an indication of this transparency. Verbal responses in this
category were rare, providing only evanescent traces of what was possibly
happening as the children had a “lived-through” experience (Rosenblatt, 1978)
of the story. This category comprised approximately only 2% of the children’s
conversational turns in the coded data, possibly because the children’s silence
was the strongest indicator of the lived-through experience.

An example of a verbal response in the transparent category was Rose’s
comment during the reading of Ow{ Moon. Seeing the illustration of the ow!
flying, she said very quietly and happily, “Here she comes! Here she comes!”
If the researcher had not been seated next to Rose, he would not have heard
her; she did not seem to be speaking to the group, but simply thinking aloud,
and having a lived-through experience of the ow!’s flight.

Category 5, The Performative, comprised responses which suggested that
the children were manipulating the text in order to use it for their creative
purposes. In Category 4, the children were, so to speak, manipulated by the
text; in Category 5, responses suggested that the text was being manipulated
by the children. The text seemed to function as a launching pad for the
children’s own creativity or imagination; or the text became a playground
for a carnivalesque romp (Bakhtin, 1984). The children took some situation
or event in the story and used it as the basis for a flight of their own imagi-
nation, a type of playful performance or “signifying” (Gates, 1988). This cat-
egory comprised approximately 5% of the children’s conversational turns in
the coded data.

An example of performative response occurred at the beginning of the
reading of Piggybook (Browne, 1986), when the teacher showed the chil-
“@" = book’s front cover, with its illustration of a woman carrying a man
E MC) boys on her back. Krissy responded: .
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“Give me a piggy ride,” said the big brother. “Give me a piggy ride,”
said the little one. “and me a piggy ride,” said the dad. “Give me a
piggy ride,” said everybody. And mom carried dad and mom carried
the brothers, I mean the little, the two childs.

In making this comment, Krissy was less interested in interpreting the
possible significance of the front cover illustration than in using it as a plat-
form or catalyst for the expression of her own creativity. She was, in fact,
using the illustration to make up her own story. The story constituted a little
performance.

Performative responses could include elements of the carnivalesque
(Bakhtin, 1984) and the subversive, as in the following vignette from the
reading of The Stinky Cheese Man (Scieszka, 1992). The teacher was reading
the text on the front endflaps:

1. Teacher [reading]: Only $16.99! 56 action-packed pages. 75% more
than those old 32-page “Brand-X”" books. 10 complete stories! 25
lavish paintings! New! Improved! Funny! Good! Buy! Now!
Terry: I don’t wanna go “bye” now. I don't wanna go bye-bye now!
Gordon: Me neither!
Several children: Bye-bye! Bye-bye!

A

Terry: I don’t want to go to the bathroom and be the stinky cheese
man!

Terry’s performative response to the frenetic style of the endflap text is
to use it (at 1) to make a pun (“bye” for “buy”). At 3 and 4, Gordon and
several other children join in this amusing performance, but Terry tops them
all at 5, with his subversive bathroom humor. This playfulness is reminiscent
of some deconstructive criticism (Derrida, 1989), where the text is consid-
ered a collection of signifiers that can be manipulated to produce an infinite
number of interpretations, including the display of wit (Hartman, 1975).

To summarize: these five categories describe what literary understand-
ing meant for this group of children as suggested by their verbal responses:
what they (and their teacher) had constructed as the appropriate ways of
responding to and interpreting stories. The children:

1. Engaged in textual analysis.

2. Connected the text with other texts and cultural products.

3. Linked their own lives to events, situations, and characters in the
text.

4, Engaged in a “lived-through” experience of the story, merging the
world of the story with their own world.

Q 5. Playfully (and sometimes subversively) manipulated the text for their

EMC own creative purposes.
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Research Question 2: The Scaffolding Functions of Adults

It was found that the talk of the teacher and the researcher represented
five different scaffolding functions. In other words, the adults assisted the chil-
dren’s developing literary understanding in five different ways. They acted as
(a) readers of the text, (b) managers and encouragers, (¢) clarifiers and
probers, (d) fellow wonderers and speculators, and (e) extenders and refiners.

As Readers of the text, the adults read the text of the story as well as the
publishing information, book jacket flaps, and other printed text. They acted
as tour guides for the book, pointing out noteworthy features such as the
endpages or the dedication page: “And here are the endpages.” “Here’s the
title page.” Approximately 28% of the adults’ conversational turns were clas-
sified in this category. There were several aspects of the scaffolding function
present in this type of adult talk. By focusing the children’s attention on a
selected aspect of the book, adults were indicating its importance. As read-
ers, adults interpreted and mediated the text for the children; what the chil-
dren were responding to was not the text itself, but rather the teacher’s inter-
pretation of the text. By dividing the story into segments as they read, adults
were also scaffolding the experience by presenting it in manageable and
coherent parts.

Adults functioned as Managers and Encouragers, controlling the discus-
sion during the readaloud by calling on children, asking them to wait, deal-
ing with disturbances, or directing their attention to an aspect of the story or
to another child’s comments. They praised the children and echoed what
the children said as a way of encouraging further response. For example,
when The Napping House (Wood, 1984) was read to the whole group, the
teacher followed her custom of showing the front and back covers so that
the children could comment on whether they constituted one continuous
cover, or if the front and back covers were separately designed. In the case
of The Napping House, there is not one continuous illustration. The follow-
ing is the beginning of this readaloud:

1. Teacher: 'm going to wait until every single person is ready.
2. Teacher: [showing front cover and reading] The Napping House. By
Audrey Wood. Illustrated by Don Wood.

. Charles: Shhh! Shhh!

. Teacher: Yes, shhh! [shows front and back covers together]
. Unidentified child: It's not a double spread.

. Sean: It's a split cover.

Teacher: That would be a neat term for it, Sean, a split cover. If it were
a double page spread, the illustration would continue on the back.

. Unidentified child: I have this story at home.
. Teacher: Do you?

- NV SRS
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The teacher’s comments at 1, 4, 7, and 9 are examples of the mangaging/
encouraging function. She asks for attention (at 1); validates children’s com-
ments by repeating them (at 4) or responding with the polite interrogative
“Do you?” (at 9); and praises a child for coming up with an interesting name
(“split cover”) for a book in which the front and back covers do not consti-
tute a continuous illustration (at 9).

This category comprised about 36% of the adult conversational turns.
The scaffolding function represented by this type of adult talk was two-fold.
First, adults created an atmosphere of responsiveness and acceptance that
supported the children’s risk-taking. Second, adults modeled the ways in which
a discussion can proceed productively.

As Clarifiers and Probers, adults linked children’s remarks to each other
and pointed out how a comment may have supported, amplified, extended,
or contradicted what had been previously said. They asked children to ex-
plain what they meant or to provide further information. They asked clarify-
ing and probing questions, questions for which they probably already knew
the answer, or general questions such as “What do you think might hap-
pen?” For example, during the reading of 7The Napping House, the teacher
showed the illustration of the “sleeping granny” on the third opening of the
book. The illustration prompted Charles’ comment, “She looks like she’s
having a baby.” The teacher responded, “A little chubby, isn’t she?” In this
exchange, the teacher was clarifying Charles’ comment by supplying the
reason for his interpretation; in the illustration, the granny’s stomach is comi-
cally swelled up. The readaloud of The Napping House also provoked some
personal connections from Kenny about his experiences of taking naps dur-
ing preschool day care. The teacher asked the probing question, “When did
you use to go to daycare?” in order to find out more about his experiences.
About 28% of the adult conversational turns were classified in this category.
The scaffolding function of this type of adult tatk was to supply the concepts
and logical reasoning that might not be supplied by the children, and to
develop the children’s reasoning by probing questions.

When they acted as Fellow Wonderers or Speculators, adults situated
themselves as members of the interpretive community in a non-authoritative
way. They expressed puzzlement or confusion, or they offered their own
personal associations. During the reading of Owi! Moon (Yolen, 1987), for
example, the children observed that the story takes place at night, yet it seems
quite light outside, due to the reflection of the moon on the snow. The teacher
agreed that it looked like daylight, commenting, “When I go out at night
sometimes, like at midnight, when the moon is high, I can see just like it was
daylight.” This category comprised about 3% of the adult conversational turns.
The scaffolding function represented by this category of adult talk is the stance

]: KC lowing the children to function more independently and simply enter-
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ing the conversation as another listener and responder. The relatively small
percentage of conversational turns in this category is not surprising, since
the adults’ silence also contributed to the children’s independence. In other
words, they frequently allowed the children to talk rather than sharing their
own opinions, personal connections, or observations.

The fifth way in which adults scaffolded the children’s literary under-
standing was by acting as Extenders and Refiners of the children’s responses.
Adults listened to the children’s conversation with an analytical ear, identify-
ing possible “teachable moments” (Eeds & Wells, 1989). They used the
children’s ideas as opportunities to introduce new literary terms or to am-
plify on what the children said so as to make higher-level generalizations. In
this category, adults also summarized groups of responses so as to achieve
closure. About 5% of the adult conversational turns were classified in this
category. The scaffolding function of this type of adult talk is the teaching of
new information and concepts in the context of the continuing conversation
about the story. Over the course of the study, new elements (like the con-
cept of foreshadowing) were added to the children’s “literary tool kit” in this
manner.

For example, during the discussion of how bright the forest seemed in
Owl Moon, the teacher took the opportunity to explain, “It does look very
light, because any light that’s coming from the night sky reflects off the light
snow. If it were black ground, it would soak up any light, but the white
reflects light, and it makes the whole outside seem brighter at night.”

Notably absent in the data were teacher questions on the literal level,
such as “What color was Grace’s Peter Pan costume?” or “Who told Grace
that she couldn’t be Peter Pan because she was black?” Questions were not
aimed at testing the children’s comprehension of stories, but rather at en-
abling them to interpret the story to relate it to their own lives, to make links
with other texts, or to encourage further thought about the illustrations or
the verbal text of the story.

The findings in this study about the various roles played by the teacher
during storybook readalouds relate most directly to the work of McGee and
her colleagues (McGee, Courtney, & Lomax, 1994), who studied the role of
teachers in literature discussions with first grade children. McGee found that
teachers played several roles, including that of “facilitator” (by managing turn-
taking, for example); “helper/nudger” (by summarizing, restating or asking
for clarification); “responder” (by introducing, expanding, or elaborating
topics); “literary curator” (by extending literary understandings during “teach-
able moments”); and “reader” (by reading the story). It is clear that these
roles are quite similar to the findings in this study. McGee’s “facilitator” role
ie ‘:’j“"'ar to the role of manager and encourager, her “reader” compares to

ERIC: of reader in this study; her “literary curator” role is similar to the
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extender/refiner role; and her “helper/nudger” and “responder” roles corre-
spond to the clarifier/prober. The studies therefore support each other to a
great extent on their interpretations of the roles that adults play in talking
about literature with young children.

The adult teachers thus played a very active role in scaffolding and en-
abling the children’s developing literary understanding. This study therefore
provides support to social constructivist theory (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986; Berk
& Winslor, 1995; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Wood, 1989) in its assertion that
the scaffolding of “expert others” is critical in enabling children’s learning. It
also supports the call for both active students and active teachers (Cazden,
1992; Clay, 1991).

Pedagogical Implications

In this study, two-thirds of the children’s conversational turns took place
during the reading of the story; one-third of the turns took place after the
story had been read. This suggests that allowing children to talk during the
readaloud may result in a richer socially constructed meaning for the story,
and a wider range of responses. In the case of young children, asking them
to hold their response until the story is finished may simply result in the
suppression of the response. The storybook readaloud situation was an
important site for the formation of a literary “interpretive community” (Fish,
1980) in the classroom. Teachers may want to reflect on how their own
storybook readaloud practices, rules, and routines assist in the formation of
an interpretive community in their own classrooms.

In most literature circles, literature discussion groups, and classroom book
clubs (Daniels, 1994; McMahon & Raphael, 1997), the discussion takes place
only after the story is read. Storybook readalouds offer the possibility of scaf-
folding the children’s meaning construction as it is in the process of being
constructed. Just as physical scaffolds are of most use when buildings are
being built, the scaffolding provided by the teacher is perhaps most power-
ful when the children are in the midst of the literary experience.

The typology of children’s responses suggests that there are at least five
aspects to children’s literary understanding. Teachers can consider how they
may increase their students’ repertoires to include a greater portion of this
spectrum. The richness and depth of literary discussion may be determined
by the variety of stances the children assume; the variety of actions they take
in relation to literary texts; and the range of literary functions texts may have
for them. For example, when children make analytical responses, they are
situating themselves so that they interpret from within the boundaries of the
text. They are taking the action of analyzing; and the text functions as an
]: lillc:t for “close reading.” When children make intertextual responses, they
r
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are situating themselves across texts, so as to perform the action of linking
or relating texts with other texts; thus, the text functions as an element in the
contextual matrix. When children make personal responses, they are draw-
ing the text to themselves and drawing themselves to the text, so as to per-
form the action of personalizing; and the text functions as the stimulus for
their personalizing connections. When children make transparent responses,
they are situating themselves so that the story world and their world are trans-
parent to each other; thus the action they perform is to merge with the text,
and the text functions (momentarily) as their identity. When children make
performative responses, they are situating themselves, as it were, on texts,
using them as platforms from which they enact performances.

The importance of the peritextual features of picturebooks, as well as
the illustration sequence, should not be underestimated. In order to under-
stand the potential for meaning-making offered by these aspects of
picturebooks, teachers may need to refine and extend their own understanding
of art, illustration, and picturebook theory. By according illustrations equal
importance with the text, teachers can encourage a richer diversity of inter-
pretation, and facilitate children’s ability to integrate visual and verbal infor-
mation.

Because intertextual connections were found to be pivotal in many in-
terpretive moves, teachers can encourage children to make these connec-
tions by (1) reading many variants of one story; and (2) directly asking, “What
other stories does this story remind you of?”

The study identified five ways in which teachers scaffolded children’s
literary understanding. Teachers may reflect on their own scaffolding roles,
and ask how their own comments and questions may assist children in achiev-
ing higher levels of literary understanding. Teachers should be aware of the
potential of “teachable moments” in order to extend and refine children’s
understanding.

Implications for Further Research

Research is needed that makes clear the connections between literary
understanding and the broader cognitive processes involved in leaming to
read and write, and that places the literary understanding of young children
in the wider context of emergent literacy learning. We know that narrative
literature is highly motivating for children; but what other qualities make lit-
erature a powerful tool in learning to read?

The connection between literature and children’s writing seems to be
very powerful. As we expand our view of what constitutes literary under-
standing beyond the traditional “elements of narrative,” this broader view

F l{ll C«veal more connections between literary understanding and writing
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ability. How, for example, would a child’s aptitude for performative response
impact on the ability to write forcefully and with strong rhetorical purpose?
Of what use are intertextual connections in learning to present a cohesive
argument? How might the development of the personal response assist chil-
dren in generating written text that “speaks” to its readers?

Longitudinal studies of the developing literary understanding of the same
children over two or more years would be extremely useful. Researchers
could investigate how new elements are added to the children’s “literary tool
kit” and utilized in increasingly complex ways.

The five types of literary understanding represented by the five concep-
tual categories of children’s responses in this study need to be tested across
many cases in order to validate, extend, and refine them. What modifica-
tions or refinements are necessary in order to characterize the literary re-
sponses of older children? How would the use of other literary genres or
formats affect the formulation of conceptual categories for children’s re-
sponses? Is there evidence for the importance of intertextual connections in
other classroom contexts?

The integration of visual and verbal sign systems is one of the most sa-
lient characteristics of picturebooks. Thus, children’s learning of illustration
codes and conventions deserves more attention by researchers.

Conclusion

This study shows that children in first and second grade can be sophis-
ticated literary critics, displaying a wide range of interpretive strategies, forg-
ing connections to their own lives, and responding to stories in aesthetically
creative ways. These children’s developing literary understanding blurred the
sharp distinctions between their world and the world of stories, making it
possible for literature to be both an informing and transforming experience
for them. Thus, understanding stories and how they work may help children
to understand and give meaning to their lives.
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Abstract

This study explored the growth of an adult beginning reader’s literacy
development during participation in a program designed to build upon ber
oral language babits. A descriptive case study is presented 1o discuss the ben-
efits of focusing on adult students’ strengths as language users as opposed to
the difficulties they experience. Specifically, this study investigated the effects
of this instructional activity on a reader’s developing fluency in oral reading
as well as the opportunities the participant was given to obtain ownership of
ber literacy through decision making and risk taking. In addition, this study
explored alternative ways of learning about the literacy development of an
adult beginning reader before instruction begins.

owerful metaphors are used to describe the “problem” of adult illiteracy.

The person who cannot read is often viewed as a “victim,” a “societal bur-
den” or as “sick.” The condition is described as a “tragic epidemic” or a “dis-
ease.” Illness and a lack of capital in the banking system are used as extended
metaphors to describe the problem, and military terminology refers to it as a
“national enemy” (Isley & Stahl, 1993, p. 22). This “dramatic, emotion-laden
language” conveys “a sense of urgency” and the need to “advance an agenda”
(Ifley & Stahl, 1993, p. 25) by the educational, social, political and corporate
Y as.
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The real problem is that the use of these medical, military and banking
metaphors—even while directing attention to the problem—builds a reliance
on “a belief in systems, techniques, and professional expertise—not in the
mission, the purpose, or the human processes of learning” (Isley & Stahl, 1993,
p. 25). Assumptions that adults who cannot read are ill or are suffering victims pro-
mote