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ABSTRACT

THE LONG-TERM EFFECT OF WHOLE-LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION
ON KINDERGARTEN STUDENTS’ READING COMPREHENSION
AFTER A TWO-YEAR PERIOD, AS MEASURED BY
STANDARDIZED READING COMPREHENSION SCORES

By

Karen L. Dornbos

The purpose of this study was to examine the effect
of whole-language instruction during kindergarten on
student achievement in reading comprehension, as measured
by a standardized, norm-referenced test at the end of
second grade. The researcher examined the Stanford
Achievement Test reading comprehension scores of second-
grade students who began their kindergarten experience in
either a whole-language or a non-whole-language classroom.

The teacher in the whole-language (experimental)
classroom selected books with a literature base. The
teacher in the non-whole-language (control) classroom used
the Holt, Rinehart, Winston (1978) basal reading textbook
with a controlled vocabulary.

Following the initial kindergarten year, all students
received two years of instruction in the Holt, Rinehart,

Winston basal reading series. Instructional format



Karen L. Dornbos

consisted of introduction of vocabulary, silent reading,
group discussion, and skill instruction followed by
workbook and worksheet practice.

Analysis of the data at the end of second grade
indicated that there was no significant difference between
the average mean scores of the experimental group (whole-
language), and the control group (non-whole-language).

However, further investigation indicated a
significant difference between male and female students
within each group. Males in non-whole-language kindergar-
ten programs scored significantly higher than males in
whole-language kindergarten programs. Females in whole-
language kindergarten classrooms scored significantly
higher than females in non-whole-language classroomns.
Based on these findings, it was concluded that there may
be a residual effect of initial reading instruction, with
males benefiting more from non-whole-language instruction
and females benefiting more from whole-language instruc-

tion during the kindergarten year.
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CHAPTER 1

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Introduction

This research on the effect of early reading
activities during kindergarten was generated because of
two pressures that are new and presently functioning in
the public schools in Michigan. The first pressure
affecting reading instruction is the desire to institute
initial formal reading instruction as early as possible.
The demand of society as a whole has been to institute
formal instruction as soon as possible.

According to Shepard and Smith (1986), the
kindergarten curriculum of today resembles the first-grade
curriculum of a few years ago. The focus of instruction
in kindergarten since the 1950s has been toward skill
development, stressing formal reading instruction as early
as possible (Appleton, 1966; Bacci, 1961; Keislar &
McNeil, 1968; Kelley & Chen, 1967; Shapiro & Willford,
1969; Sutton, 1964). Many educators and parents believe
that students’ ability to read is a determinate measure of
success in school. Reading ability of students is often

perceived by teachers as an indicator of the student’s



ability to learn all other parts of the curriculum and has
become more skill oriented at an earlier stage in their
formal education. Both parents and educators have
promoted the early teaching of reading skills ("Bringing
Up Superbaby," 1983; Elkind, 1981; Spodek, 1986). This
"sooner is better" syndrome has caused teachers and
parents to institute a more academic curriculum into the
kindergarten year.

The philosophy of earlier skill teaching has put many
children in the position where they are expected to master
objectives that they may not neurologically or cognitively
be ready to master. This is evidenced in the high numbers
of children who fail kindergarten and first grade. Some
districts in Michigan experience a retention rate as high
as 30% to 40% (Cummings, 1988). Such an early academic
emphasis, according to Friesen (1984), can be a
significant cause of failure in school. He mentioned "the
possibility that much of the failure in our schools is the
result of overplacenent. We might reduce the rate of
failure by finding a better match between a youngster’s
grade assignment and his or her developmental age" (p.
14).

Piaget (1970) contended that two- to seven-year-old
children establish relationships between experiences and
actions; they need a learning environment that deals with

the concrete and allows for investigation of new ideas



over time through interactions with the environment and
through play. A strong skill-oriented academic
environment may not allow these interactions. Piaget also
indicated that many kindergarten children are
preoperational learners who have not yet progressed from
concrete to abstract thinking. Many researchers believe
that attempting to pressure the learning of specific
academic material or to develop specific skills may
produce a negative attitude toward learning, with long-
term effects evidenced in increased dropout rates (Elkind,
1982; Harris, 1986).

The second pressure affecting reading instruction is
the philosopﬁical desire of many educators to move toward
a reading program that embraces a whole-language
philosophy. Michigan has been a leader in this area, as
evidenced by the State Department of Education guidelines
that define reading as "the process of constructing
meaning through the dynamic interaction among the reader’s
existing knowledge, the information suggested by the
written 1language, and the context of the reading
situation." With the definition has come a philosophical
push toward whole-language instructional methods and away
from an emphasis on the teaching of reading skills. It is

suggested that whole-language reading practices are more



developmentally appropriate for beginning readers than are
traditional skill and phonetic instruction.

In this study, the writer investigated the residual
effect of whole-language and non-whole-language reading
instruction during kindergarten to determine the
longitudinal effectiveness of these beginning reading

approaches.

ist inde en ssures
The forces prevalent in today’s kindergarten programs
can be traced historically. This historical perspective
can be reviewed by 1looking at the pressure put on the
curriculum over the years and the effects of different

strategies and methodologies in reading instruction.

rr u essures

The traditional nineteenth-century kindergarten
created in Germany by Friedrich Froebel was a place where
children were to have the opportunity to grow, cooperate,
live together, and learn how to learn. His founding of
the kindergarten was the result of his concern for quality
education for young children. The name alone, which
literally translates to "a garden for children," indicates
Froebel’s understanding that, like the plants in a garden,
children need careful nurturing in order to grow healthy

and strong.



Those kindergartens that were first established in
the United States during the nineteenth century were
primarily a social service rather than an educational
function (Hill, 1987). They were operated mostly by
philanthropic organizations, which were attempting to meet
the needs of massive immigration and city slum children.
These earliest kindergartens served the purpose of aiding
the acculturation of children of newly arrived immigrants
(Moyer, 1987).

From the 1920s through the 1950s, kindergartens
tended to be privately operated and were primarily
attended by middle-class and upper-class children.
Kindergarten was seen as an opportunity for children to
attend a comfortable, child-centered group experience
outside of the home (Connell, 1987). Kindergarten’s major
purpose ‘was to provide a year of transition from family
life to social 1life.

Soon after the Soviet Union’s October 4, 1957, launch
of Sputnik I, parents, educators, and the public, already
concerned about the quality of instruction in American
schools (Bestor, 1953), were urging schools to teach more
and teach it sooner in an effort to catch up with the
Soviet Union (Benton, 1958; "Crisis in Education," 1958).
This began the push down of the curriculum with the
introduction of more advanced skills earlier in an effort

to prepare children for first grade. According to



Bartolini and Wasem (1985), the curriculum began to shift
from a developmental focus to an academic focus. The
transitional role of kindergarten had been replaced with
an emphasis on reading, writing, and arithmetic (Elkind,
1986).

Although some students did well, many did not.
Therefore, in 1964, the establishment of Head Start was a
result of the concern for improving disadvantaged
children’s intellectual skills, fostering their social and
emotional development, and helping meet their health and
nutritional needs (Helmich, 1985). The belief was that
early intervention of disadvantaged children would provide
experiences that would help these children be successful
throughout their school experience (Burrueta-Clement,
Schweinhart, Barnett, Epstein, & Weikart, 1984).

Today, public kindergartens are available in every
state, with nearly 95% of all five year olds enrolled
(Sava, 1987). Most kindergartens are now a part of the
public school system and serve children from all
socioeconomic backgrounds.

Hill (1987) suggested that kindergarten serves three
important functions. They are:

1. To minister to the nature and needs of five year
olds (abilities, developmental level, learning styles, and

interests).



2. To lay the foundation for a good start in school
subjects and activities by establishing the motivation and
skills for success in school.

3. To provide comprehensive assistance with chil-

dren’s medical, nutritional, and psychological needs.

- age Pressures

A second pressure affecting reading instruction has
been the move by many educators to promote a whole-
language philosophy toward reading instruction. This
philosophy has developed from many early childhood
educators who have an understanding of child development
and have been urging that young children be allowed to
learn first from life and then from books (Rudolph &
Cohen, 1984). They are attempting to restructure initial
reading instruction so it is 1less skill oriented. As
Tyler (1950) stated,

Learning experience refers to the interaction between

the learner and the external conditions in the

environment to which he can react. Learning takes
place through the active behavior of the student; it
is what he does that he learns, not what the teacher

does. (p. 41)

Therefore, many teachers are attempting to create an
involved, active curriculum. According to Weaver (1987),
isolated skill development and phonetic emphasis are not a
major focus of reading instruction. 1Instead, teachers are

focusing reading instruction on large units of meaning.

These large units of meaning are provided by students



experiencing and responding to literature selections as a
whole, and then looking at specific sentences, words, and
letters. These practices are in alignment with what is
becoming known as a whole-language philosophy.

According to Goodman (1986), whole-language is a
philosophy of learning and teaching that is holistic and
child centered. It is learned from the whole to the part
(Goodman, 1979). Farr (1988) defined whole-language as "a
philosophy that suggests that a variety of real language
experiences and materials should form the basis of
instruction" (p. 86). Rather than taking parts of
language (letters, words, skills), whole-language
teachers, according to Goodman (1986), try to keep
language whole and in the context of its thoughtful use in
real situations. It involves the instruction where
students are encouraged to participate in choral reading,
writing their own stories based on their experiences, and
having students retell stories either orally or in
writing. The child focuses on combining the written and
oral text with his/her own experiences to assist
comprehension.

It is argued that a whole-language philosophy and the
strategies teachers use to implement the philosophy are in
closer alignment with a developmentally appropriate

curriculum for young children. This can be supported by



the position statement in Appropriate Education in the
Primary Grades, from the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (1988), which stated:

The goals of the language and literacy program are
for children to expand their ability to communicate
verbally and through reading and writing, and to
enjoy these activities. Technical skills or
subskills are taught as needed to accomplish the
larger goals, not as the goal itself. Teachers
provide generous amounts of time and a variety of
interesting activities for children to develop
language, writing, spelling, and reading ability such
as looking through, reading, or being read high
quality children’s literature and nonfiction for
pleasure and information; drawing, dictation, and
writing about their activities or fantasies; planning
and implementing projects that involve research at
suitable levels of difficulty; creating teacher-made
or child-written 1lists of steps to follow to
accomplish a project; discussing what they read;
preparing a weekly class newspaper; interviewing
various people to obtain information for projects;
making books of various kinds (riddle books, what-if
books, books about pets); listening to recordings or
viewing high quality films of children’s books; being
read at least one high quality book or part of a book
each day by adults or older children; using the
school library and the library area of the classroom
regularly. Some children read aloud daily to the
teacher, another child, or a small group of children,
while others do so weekly. Subskills such as
learning letters, phonics, and word recognition are
taught as needed to individual children and small
groups through enjoyable games and activities.
Teachers use the teacher’s edition of the basal
reader series as a guide to plan projects and hands-
on activities relevant to what is read and to
structure learning situations. Teachers accept
children’s invented spelling with minimal reliance on
teacher-prescribed spelling lists. Teachers also
teach literacy as the need arises when working on
science, social studies, and other content areas.



10

Effect of First Learning

The research on the powerful and dramatic effect of
first learning is important to the current study, in which
the effect of initial reading instruction during
kindergarten was investigated. This instruction has the
potential to influence later learning and reading success.

In a summary of longitudinal studies, Bloom (1964)
concluded that the most rapid period for the development
of intelligence is the first five years of life, thereby
stressing the importance of a child’s early environment.
For many children the first five years of 1life include
their first introduction to formal education and, of
course, a study called kindergarten.

Longitudinal research on the lasting effect of the
first learning of children during these preschool years,
which includes the kindergarten experience, has indicated
that what happens during these years influences the
students’ school achievement, verbal achievement, and
social competence (Burrueta-Clement et al., 1984; Lazar,
1978, 1979).

In a longitudinal study, Creech (1982) 1looked at
reading achievement of first- through‘fifth-grade students
with and without preschool (kindergarten) experience.
This research showed that, except for the first-grade test
results, all children who were given a kindergarten

experience were more successful in reading in grades 2
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through 5 than were those students who did not have a
kindergarten experience.

Research like Creech’s has supported the assumption
made in the current study--that children who are given a
specific treatment during their kindergarten year are
influenced by the residual effect of that treatment in

later years.

The Problem
Given the importance of first learning, what is the
most appropriate instructional method to use with
kindergarten children? When students are initially
instructed using a whole-language approach, do they become
better readers than when a non-whole-language approach is
used? What is the most appropriate instructional course

to use when teaching reading initially?

Curriculum and Whole-Language

The debate over the most effective method to teach
reading is not exclusive to this decade. There has been
much debate in the past regarding beginning reading
instruction, whether it is the skills-phonics approach or
the more recent whole-language approach. The additional
emphasis on providing a developmentally appropriate
curriculum for young children, with appropriate methods of

beginning reading instruction, has called for an
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investigation of the most effective reading methods to use
with beginning readers.

Non-whole-language activities stressing abstract
concepts such as numbers, letters, and words, taught to
all the students at the same time in the same way with
heavy use of prepared materials such as workbooks and
dittos, is not considered by many to be appropriate for a
developmental curriculum (Bartolini & Wasem, 1985). In
contrast, the whole-language approach is being promoted as
a reading program that will better meet the needs of all
children and stay in alignment with a developmentally
appropriate curriculum. The focus on whole-language has
caused many educators to look at their curriculum and
implementation strategies.

In this study, the researcher attempted to determine
whether the whole-language approach has something to offer
to the kindergarten experience, and whether one can
justify paying attention to the kinds of things done with
children during their kindergarten year that relate to

reading instruction.

Purpose of the Study

The researcher’s purpose in this study was to examine
the 1longitudinal effect of two different reading
approaches that were used with two groups of beginning

readers during their kindergarten year. The study was
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designed to measure the longitudinal effect of initial
learning. The writer examined the test scores of two
separate groups of second graders who used different
instructional strategies during their initial kindergarten
reading instruction. One group was instructed using the
whole-language approach, and the second group was
instructed using the traditional reading instruction
approach. Also under investigation was the effect of the
two different beginning reading approaches on the reading-
comprehension achievement of males and females two years
after the treatment.

The researcher investigated whether whole-language
instructional methods or non-whole-language instructional
methods influenced success in reading after two years had
elapsed. The researcher attempted to determine the long-
term effect of initial formal instruction by 1looking at
the results of the reading comprehension subtest of the

Stanford Achievement Test.

Importance of the Study
This study was undertaken to provide longitudinal
data on the reading-comprehension achievement of students
initially instructed with whole-language and non-whole-
language techniques. The research findings are important

for the following reasons:
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First, the power of first learning needs to be
understood so that appropriate curriculum decisions can be
instituted for beginning learning.

Second, emphasis recently has been placed on the use
of whole-language methods of instruction, and verification
of the long-term effect of these methods is needed.

Third, if whole-language or non-whole-language
methods are more effective with males or females,
educators should be aware of the effect so that
appropriate instructional methods can be used with the
particular learner.

Fourth, if whole-language methods are more effective
than or as effective as non-whole-language methods in
influencing reading success as currently measured with
standardized testing, educators should be aware of these
findings so that valid decisions regarding curriculunm,

materials, and inservice needs can be made.

Research Questions
Three questions were addressed in this study. They
are as follows:
1. In kindergarten reading instruction, do the
whole-language instructional philosophy and practices or
the traditional skill philosophy and practices influence

future success in learning to read?
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2. Are there individual student differences in who
benefits from the whole-language and non-whole-language
instructional philosophies and practices?

3. Does what is done in reading instruction in
kindergarten under the rubric of formal learning actually
affect later learning in reading or in the ability to read
effectively?

Hypotheses
It was hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 1: There is no significant difference
between the mean reading comprehension test scores of
second-grade students who were initially instructed
during their kindergarten year with whole-language
techniques or non-whole-language techniques, when
measured at the end of their second-grade year with a
norm-referenced test.

Hypothesis 2: There is no significant difference

between the mean reading-comprehension test scores of

male and female second-grade students who were

instructed with whole-language techniques or non-

whole-language techniques during kindergarten, when

measured at the end of their second grade year with a

norm-referenced test.

t s itations

1. Because the pupils involved in the study were
from kindergarten classrooms that contained nonminority
students who were about the same in ability, age, and
gender distribution, the findings may hold true for other

groups that are the same and are instructed in whole-

language and non-whole-language methods.
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2. If whole-language techniques are proven valid and
effective, there is no reason to believe that whole-
language instruction is effective only for kindergarten
students. Rather, it may appropriately be used with any
learner population.

This study was not designed to provide educators with
the best and only method to use when giving students
initial reading instruction. The study findings are
intended to help educators make appropriate curriculum

decisions.

io s

Big books. Books with enlarged print and illustra-
tions so they can be shared with a group of children in
the classroom in the same way as a parent and child inter-
act with text during lap reading or a bedtime story.

Cuing systems. Any one area cannot exist in isola-
tion from the others, and effective readers use these cue
systems interdependently. Types of cues include:

Graphophonic cues: Letter-sound relationships,
visual knowledge.

Semantic cues: What is happening, meaning through
text and illustrations.

Syntactic cues: Using knowledge of language pat-

terns, grammatical structure.
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Digraph. A combination of two letters (vowels or
consonants) that, when pronounced, result in one speech
sound. This sound is neither a blend of the two letters
nor the characteristic sound of either. Some digraphs
have more than one sound (ch).

Diphthong. Two adjacent vowels, each of which is
sounded as the ou in house, oi in o0il, oy in boy, ow in
how (but not the ow in blow, where the sound is long o).

Experience chart. A story produced cooperatively by

the teacher and the class.

Language experience. A reading approach that uses
children’s oral 1language and experiences to create
personal reading materials.

Literacy. The ability to read and write
functionally. An individual who expresses active literacy
is one who reads and writes thoughtfully and does so for
meaningful and self-chosen purposes in the real world
(Routman, 1988).

Literature. Includes picture books, folk tales,
fables, myths, fantasy, science fiction, poetry, realistic
fiction, historical fiction, nonfiction, informational
text, and biographies. According to Huck (1987), the
experience of literature is always two dimensional because
it involves both the book and the reader.

Metacognition. Knowing what you know and how you
know it.
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Miscues. Unexpected responses in oral reading that
demonstrate the reader’s strengths and weaknesses.

Phoneme. The smallest unit of sound in a language.
When the word "man" is pronounced, three phonemes are
used: /m/ae/n/.

Phonics. Concentrates on the most common sounds in
our language and on the letters or combinations of letters
most often used to record them. This includes the sounds
of long and short vowels, hard and soft consonants, sound
of blends, diphthongs, digraphs, and syllabication
(Durkin, 1965).

Practice time for reading and writing. Time given
during the school day, in which children have an
opportunity to use the new skills they are acquiring in
reading and writing.

Prior knowledge. All the information and all the
experiences a reader has in memory that come into play
during reading and writing.

Reading aloud. When the teacher reads aloud to
children good pieces of 1literature, modeling what good
reading sounds like and that it needs to make sense.

a ading. Uses text with enlarged print so a
large group of children can view a big book, chart, or

projected visual at one time and share the pleasure of the
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selection. The material is worthy of repetition and
focuses on the whole rather than the parts.

Skills. Learned procedures.

Stages of reading:

a. Early emergent reading. The first stage of
reading, in which children

* after hearing a story use their memory to "read"
the book.

* use picture cues when "reading" the book.

* know how to make sense and use language cues when
"reading."

b. Emergent reading. The second stage of reading,
in which

* memory is a major cue to reading books.

* students know the same story is found in the same
book and the same part of a story is found on a certain
page. Key words are recalled.

* Pictures provide major cues.

* Students realize the story is in the text and may
point to words, find key words, and attempt to match
spoken words with words in the text.

c. Early reading. The third stage of reading
development, in which children are becoming readers with
voice-eye-finger match and oral rather than silent reading

characteristics with
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* precise and deliberate matching of words on the
page.

* self-corrections in an effort to make sense.

* picture cues less important.

d. PFluent reading. The fourth stage of reading
development, in which reading becomes automatic until a
difficult or unexpected word is met. When this happens,
children use cues to assist. 1In this stage,

* children need a wider range of materials.

* children need 1lots of time to practice reading
independently.

* children are reading with deeper understanding.

Strategies. The thoughtful plans or operations
readers use while involved in the reading process; these
plans are activated, adjusted, and modified for each new
reading situation; high-level thinking, integration, and
self-direction (Routman, 1988).

Structural analysis. Recognition of new words by
noting known roots, inflectional endings to root words (s,
ed, ing), words combined to produce a different word
(compound words), and prefixes and suffixes added to root
words (derivatives).

Syllabication. Breaking polysyllabic words into
syllables.

Syllable. A vowel, or group of letters containing a

vowel, which is pronounced as a unit.
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Whole language. A reading approach in which all

language activity is in a meaningful context. It is
learning to read and write by reading and writing real
literature.

Writing. Integrating writing with reading as
teachers help children make the connection between oral

speech and written language.

Summary

A historical perspective of kindergarten was
presented in this chapter. Many influences and pressures
have played an important role in the development of
today’s kindergarten program. Two pressures in particular
have shaped the kindergarten curriculum. One pressure has
been the demand for earlier formal reading instruction.
The second pressure has been the move by many educators
toward a more developmental approach.

The kindergarten curriculum began with Friedrich
Froebel’s original kindergarten, which emphasized
opportunities for young children to investigate the world
in their own special way. Soon after the launching of
Sputnik I, there was a shift toward more academics in the
kindergarten. In an effort to improve academic
performance, reading-skill acquisition was stressed and a
methodology that supported acquiring those skills was
adopted.
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The whole-language pressures were then discussed.
Currently, many early childhood educators, psychologists,
and reading specialists are encouraging a more
developmental approach to early learning (NAEYC, 1986).
However, many educators, psychologists, and reading
specialists are cautioning the complete restructuring of
skill-oriented beginning reading programs.

In today’s society, reading is a highly valued
ability and is especially valued in school. Therefore,
different methodologies need to be studied so that
appropriate techniques are used with beginning readers
during their kindergarten year. Although many well-known
researchers such as Baker, Birnbaum, Brown, Burke,
Calkins, Clay, Graves, Harste, Halliday, and Woodward have
published findings on reading, writing, language develop-
ment, learning styles, and language acquisition that
support whole-language theory, there has been limited
longitudinal research on reading comprehension of students
initially instructed with whole-language methods and
strategies.

Whole-language, as defined by Goodman (1987), is a
philosophy of learning and teaching that is holistic and
child centered. Manning, Manning, Long, and Wolfson
(1987) described the following beliefs of whole-language

teachers:
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l. Reading and writing should be a natural outgrowth
of oral language development.

2. Children construct their own knowledge from
within rather than having it imposed on them from outside
sources. |

3. Reading is comprehension--that 1is, creating
meaning from text.

4. Communication is the main aim of writing.

5. Learning to read and write is a social process.

6. Risk taking and making mistakes are critical to
reading.

Next, the research on the effect of first learning
was reviewed. The power of the first learning during this
important beginning learning period was established.

The primary purpose of this study was to determine
whether initial teaching of reading in kindergarten using
either a whole-language or non-whole-language approach
made a difference in reading comprehension after two years
of non-whole-language instruction in first and second
grade. Also investigated was the effect of initial
kindergarten instruction on the reading comprehension of
males and females at the end of second grade, after they
had had non-whole-language instruction during their first-
and second-grade years. This determination was made,

using students’ scores on the reading comprehension
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subtest of the Stanford Achievement Test, a norm-
referenced, standardized instrument given in the spring of
their second-grade year.

Definitions of terms used in the dissertation were
given to help reduce ambiguity. Assumptions and
limitations of the study were discussed.

In the next chapter, a review of the theoretical and
empirical literature regarding topics of concern in this

study is provided.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

oductio

As children begin their kindergarten experience,
parents and the public generally think that they will have
their first opportunity to learn how to read. In fact,
that is what many parents tell their children: "When you
go to school you will learn how to read." The questions
for the teacher then are: "How do I teach them? What is
the most effective method to use to assure children’s
future reading achievement? What is the research to
support my choice?"

Evidence exists in both the theoretical and empirical
literature to suggest that different philosophies of
reading instruction will have different effects on
students’ 1learning. This review of the 1literature
includes a historical and current perspective on
kindergarten philosophies and practices, males’ and
females’ brain development, and a description of the two
major reading theories along with teacher practices

associated with each.

25



26

de ten Dev
History of Kindergarten

The historical background of kindergarten begins with
the history of early childhood education. Beginning with
Plato’s ancient Greece, the child remained at home from
infancy through age six and received informal training
from parents in social habits and good health (Bosnaquet,
1908). Plato believed that children learned from the
modeling of those closest to them and that children’s
initial learning was the most important.

In about the fifteenth century, Erasmus (1466-1536)
was the first to expound on the idea that the family could
not accomplish everything. He wanted a nonreligious
educational system with teachers to assist in the
education of children (Phillips, 1949).

About that same time, the Reformation was taking
place, with its religious alignment. One of the main
reforms supported by leaders such as Martin Luther and
John Calvin was that people needed to learn to read so
that they would be able to interpret the Bible. They
believed the ability to read was a necessity for all
people, and they encouraged the state to provide education
for all students, with continuing support for the morals
that were begun in the home. This was the flavor of the

first schools in America, which came with the colonists.
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When the Puritans, who espoused the beliefs of
Calvin, arrived in America in 1628, they brought with them
their belief that all people should learn to read. The
church elders were the first instructors, but by 1647 it
was established that every township with more than 50
households must appoint one person to teach the children
how to read and write. The practice took place on a horn
book, on which children wrote their ABCs and scripture,
which they memorized by the rote method; that is, they
wrote it, memorized it, and then recited it.

From the late 1600s through the 1800s, theories
developed by such Europeans as John Locke (1632-1704),
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), and Johann H.
Pestalozzi (1746-1827) had varying influences on the
education of young children. Locke’s theory of the mind
was that it was a blank slate and that the teacher was
responsible for choosing the appropriate knowledge to be
written on it. He believed that, from the age of three,
children of working parents should attend schools in which
they would be taught morality and a trade.

Rousseau advocated the belief that children must be
children before they are adults because they see, think,
and feel differently during childhood and that problem
solving should take place in a natural way. He formed the
theory of a child-centered curriculum, in which an

environment is created that allows for the child to make
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discoveries and <conduct investigations that are
facilitated by the teacher. Pestalozzi was influenced by
Rousseau’s writings and advocated that teachers must use
language and models such as physical objects, diagrams,
and illustrations appropriate to the child’s stage of
development. Together, Rousseau’s child-centered concept
and Pestalozzi’s stage-of-development concept form the
basis of early childhood education.

Friedrich Froebel, a student of Pestalozzi, is
credited with being the father of the kindergarten (Hewes,
1985), which literally translates to "children’s garden."
Froebel was a nineteenth-century German philosopher and
educator. He combined his two interests with his
religious beliefs into a philosophy of education that
focused on young children; he opened his first
kindergarten in Prussia in 1837. Froebel was one of the
first to express the belief that man is innately good.

Three basic beliefs are associated with Froebel’s
philosophy of kindergarten and are still used today. He
believed that social relationships are important in the
child’s attaining self-development and self-realization.
He believed that children can learn in a pleasant, fear-
free environment within a community of mutual love through
educative activity such as building, drawing, modeling,

and singing, and that play is the way young children
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learn. His approach to teaching children was to help them
understand the complex world by playing with concrete
objects through exploration (Ransbury, 1982). Aesthetic
elements were an important part of the kindergarten
environment, and he respected the individuality of the
child. By the 1850s, Froebel’s concept of kindergarten
had taken hold throughout Europe and had spread to the
United States.

A student of Froebel'’s, Margaretha Schurz, using
Froebelian methods, opened the first German-speaking
kindergarten in the United States in Watertown, Wisconsin,
in 1856 (Lawler, 1988). In 1860, the first English-
speaking kindergarten was started in Boston, Massachusetts
(Snyder, 1986).

Another important figure in early childhood education
was Maria Montessori (1870-1952). She was an Italian who
was the first woman to graduate in Medicine from the
University of Rome. Montessori first studied the
educational problems of handicapped children and was
successful in teaching these children to read and write.
She concluded that similar methods might also be applied
successfully to younger children. The most important
focus of the Montessori method is self-development (Evans,
1975), in which children learn through interaction with

self-correcting materials (Berk, 1988).
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The principles of the Montessori method include the
belief that each child has the capacity for his/her own
development, that repetition is important, that there is
joy in work, that there is the need for a prepared
environment for learning, and that social development is
important. The beginning of learning stations might be
attributed to Montessori as the Montessori environment has
four prepared instructional areas that children have
available throughout the day. They are the practical-life
area, where children are taught the skills of 1life; the
sensorial area, as nothing comes to the intellect that is
not first in the senses; a language area; and a
mathematics area. There are also other extended areas for
working with nature and music (Montessori, 1966).

Implicit in the research is the support of early
education for young children. There is the belief that
this first exposure to learning, especially during
kindergarten, is vitally important and influences future
learning. What we are doing to children at age five, as
they are being introduced to formal classroom instruction,
has a lasting and significant effect on their ability to
learn. This initial instruction is taking place during an
important time in the 1lives of these 1learners. Many
researchers have proven that initial instruction can cause
success or failure in future academic ventures. It is

this belief about initial instruction at this age that
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supports the adage: As the twig is bent, so grows the
tree.

All of the pioneers mentioned above have influenced
the kindergarten program to varying degrees. Their work,
along with research about the appropriate environment for
the young child, has influenced the current thinking about
early childhood education.

ev ental Emphasis

Many changes in kindergartens over the last 130 years
have been the result of societal influence. When kinder-
gartens were first established in the United States, they
primarily served as a social service (Hill, 1987) as they
were operated by philanthropic organizations that were
trying to help enculturate immigrants and to educate chil-
dren in city slums. From the 1920s to the 1950s, kinder-
gartens were mostly a social experience for middle- and
upper-class children (Connell, 1987). The "push-down"
phenomenon began after the Russians launched Sputnik on
October 4, 1957, as a result of the repercussions in the
United States over the launching by a foreign power. This
is when the curriculum of the first grade was placed in
the kindergarten in order to get a jump on the learning of
American children.

Recently, researchers, child psychologists, and

educators have begun questioning the appropriateness of
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this academic kindergarten curriculum and have started to
emphasize an age-appropriate developmental curriculum as
originally advocated by Rousseau and Pestalozzi and
supported by Piaget and Vygotsky.

The research of Jean Piaget into the developmental
stages and characteristics of children’s cognitive
processes, along with his emphasis on the importance of
dynamic interaction between the child and his environment
and the significance of play as a medium for learning, has
had a significant influence on the educational environment
and curriculum of young children. In describing the
educational implications of Piaget’s views on play, Day
and Parker (1977) said that:

Children should be encouraged to use their initia-
tive and intelligence in actively manipulating that
environment because it is only by dealing directly
with reality that the basic biological capacity for
intelligence develops. Children’s spontaneous play
should be the primary context in which teachers
encourage the use of intelligence and initiative.
(p. 372)

Children’s intelligence, as conceived by Piaget,
develops gradually over a long period and shows growth by
the different ways problems are solved (Fruth, 1970).
According to Piaget, acquiring knowledge is not just
adding new information to old information, but involves

incorporating that new information in developing a

schemata. How that new information relates to prior
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knowledge depends on the child’s stage of cognitive
development (Piaget, 1962).

Kindergarten-age children are in what Piaget (1962)
described as the preoperational-thought stage (two to
seven years old). They establish relationships between
experiences and actions. They begin to imitate adults and
internalize activities, which become the basis for imagery
and language development. Relationships are made based on
some perceived features in common; for example, things are
grouped together because "Mommy uses them in the kitchen,"
not because they are all red or made of plastic.
Egocentricity will not allow children of this age to take
another’s point of view, and conservation has not been
developed. In other words, they cannot deal with a
slightly changed situation without thinking it is a new
situation (Ginsburg & Opper, 1969). In the words of
Piaget (1962):

We need pupils who are active, who learn early to

find out by themselves, partly by their own

spontaneous activity and partly through material we
set up for them; who learn early to tell what is
verifiable and what is simply the first ideas to come

to them. (p. 6)

If the ideas of Piaget are a part of the curriculum
for the child in this stage of development, it is
important to have reading activities that are "carried out

in social situations where children are working together,

sharing information, and learning to *ake into account
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another person’s point of view" (Raven & Sulzer, 1971, p.
636) .

In contrast to Piaget’s developmental 1levels,
Vygotsky’s (1978) levels of development include the actual
developmental level and the zone of proximal development.
~The actual 1level of development is where the child is
developmentally, and the zone of proximal development is
the difference between the independent level and the
potential level. Placing this in the context of reading,
Vygotsky believed that a word gets its meaning from the
context in which it is found and that learning occurs
"only when the child is interacting with people in his
environment and in cooperation with his peers" (p. 90).

The whole-language philosophy seems to be in
congruence with the developmental models suggested in the
work of Piaget and Vygotsky. The use of whole-language
practices during this first exposure to reading
instruction is suggested as being a better fit to the
cognitive, developmental, and emotional needs of this age
group. Rather than focusing on the traditional readiness
activities that stress individual letters and sounds, the
whole-language activities focus first on understanding the
concept of reading. This is done through exposure to
books, where children listen to stories read by the

teacher, take part in the rereadings, express their
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understanding of and reactions to books through drawing,

and spend time looking at and listening to stories.

Ge i ences

Along with the research on developmental levels there
has been a growing body of research relevant to cognition
and different genders. Recent brain research has added
new information about developmental stages of brain growth
and their effect on learning. By the time a child is two
years old, the brain has acquired 75% of its adult weight;
by the age of five years, the brain is 90% of its adult
weight (Zigler & Finn-Stevenson, 1987). The increases in
size during the prenatal and infancy periods are due to an
increase in the number of neurons. The increase in weight
after that time is due to myelination of the nerve cells,
which is the process by which nerve fibers become coated
with a myelin sheath, which increases the nerves’ ability
to send and receive impulses (Zigler & Finn-Stevenson,
1987). This "myelination occurs with use" and affects
language and motor development (Cherry, Godwin, & Staples,
1989, p. 34).

Although 1language and motor development follow
similar patterns in boys and girls, there are differences
in performance in these areas. Boys are usually better
than girls in gross motor skills, and girls are usually

better than boys in fine motor skills (Tanner, 1978).
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Brierley (1976) found that girls age four had a more
developed left hemisphere in the area of the brain
responsible for speech, and showed superiority in this
area. The left hemisphere of the brain is responsible for
receiving, processing, and producing language. In
Brierley’s research, boys had a more developed right
hemisphere in the area of the brain responsible for
spatial skills. As a result, boys perform better in tasks
of geometric and mechanical skills and visual-spatial
imagery (Soderman & Phillips, 1986).

The importance of knowing both Piaget’s and
Vygotsky'’s theories and the research on brain development
is that all agree that development affects learning and
that the way children learn will change as they mature.
Therefore, teaching strategies and initial instruction may
influence initial learning and long-term retention.

According to the position statement of the National
Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC,
1986), appropriate curriculum stimulates children in all
developmental areas: physical, social, emotional, and
cognitive. It also responds to the individual differences
in children’s ability, interests, development, and
learning styles. Appropriate programs offer children
selection of many activities that provide active

exploration, interaction with adults and children, and
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opportunities to work individually and in small groups
most of the time.

Knowing that developmental needs may vary according
to the child being instructed is crucial to appropriate
reading instruction. If, indeed, boys and girls
assimilate and process information differently at
different stages, instruction should vary to meet their
needs. Whole-language instruction, which goes from whole
to part, would certainly be a more appropriate initial
instructional strategy for some children. Oon the other
hand, it may be equally important for some students to
have reading instruction that is more linear, sequential,

and spatial.

Reading Instruction

In the last decade, there have been major advances in
knowledge concerning the basic processes involved in
reading, teaching, and learning. A study done by the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (1985)
revealed that:

There has been a conceptual shift in the way many

researchers and teachers think about reading, which

gives students a much more active role in the

learning and reading comprehension process. This

shift is reflected in changes from packaged reading

programs to experience with books and from

concentration on isolated skills to practical reading

and writing activities. (p. 8)

Part of this conceptual shift has been a result of

the work at the Center for the Study of Reading, which has
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been funded since 1976 by the National Institute of
Education. These researchers combined the research from
education, 1linguistics, cognitive psychology, and other
disciplines to provide a more complete view of the process
of reading. The Center published Becoming a Nation of
Readers in 1985 to "summarize the knowledge acquired from
research and to draw implications for reading instruction"
(Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985). As a
result of this research, educators now have the knowledge
to improve learning for students. In Becoming a Natjion of
Readers, the authors outlined ten steps to follow to
improve beginning reading success:

1. Parents reading aloud to children and discussing
stories play an important role in laying the foundation
for learning to read.

2. Oral language, writing, and beginning steps in
reading should be emphasized for beginning readers.

3. Phonics instruction improves the ability to
identify words.

4. Beginning reading material should be interesting.

5. Oral and silent reading are important for
beginning readers, with silent reading always preceding
oral reading.

6. Understanding and appreciation are the focus of a
selection, with emphasis on motivating children’s higher-

level thinking.
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7. Comprehension strategies need to be taught
directly.

8. Independent reading time is a priority.

9. A literate environment is important.

10. Whole-group instruction and/or flexible grouping
are more beneficial to low-ability students than is
ability grouping (Anderson et al., 1985).

Cullinan (1986) found that American youngsters spent
70% of a typical reading period filling in worksheets and
an average of seven minutes per day reading from books.
Implementation of the above recommendations might help
change these classroom reading statistics.

In comparing whole-language classrooms with non-
whole-language classrooms, different assumptions about
learning to read form the conceptual base and actual
classroom practices. In non-whole-language classrooms,
the learner is to be a receiver of information because
learning to read requires direct instruction by the
teacher (Weaver, 1988). It is thought that reading
knowledge is built from the bottom up, with the smallest
parts first, so phonics and skills are emphasized.

This non-whole-language view of reading, according to
the Commission on Reading of the National Council of

Teachers of English (1987), was described as follows:
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In this view, learning is the result of teaching,
piece by piece, item by item. The whole, reading, is
the sum of the parts, words and skills. The learners

are passive and controlled. (p. 59)

In whole-language classrooms it is believed that
young children acquire language and social and academic
skills developmentally (Holdaway, 1986). Children learn
to read in much the same way as they learn to talk
(Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984; Holdaway, 1979; Teale &
Sulzby, 1986)--that is, from whole to part. They listen
to the story and look at the pictures, then they use the
pictures to tell the story, and next they memorize the
story and recite it. They learn to recognize words in
known text and begin to make a connection between letters
and the sounds they make. Activities related to reading
are meaningful to the children and have them actively
involved in their learning (Marek et al., 1984).

In the development of reading instruction, two major
theories have dominated reading-program frameworks. A
theory 1is a system of assumptions through which
experiences are organized and acted upon. In cognitive
psychology (Anderson, Spiro, & Anderson, 1977), a
theoretical orientation is best thought of as a cognitive
structure or generalized schemata that governs behavior.

In reading instruction, the theoretical orientation

is a particular knowledge and belief system held toward

reading, which establishes expectancies and influences
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teacher and student decisions relative to reading (Harste,
1977). Singer and Ruddell (1976) identified nine reading
models in their book Theoretical Models and Processes of
Reading. In this study, two distinct theoretical
orientations to the teaching of reading were explored and
investigated. They are the skills/decoding model and the
whole-language model. Each of these orientations and

related research is discussed in the following paragraphs.

e S s/Decodin odel

The skills/decoding model of reading, according to
Harste (1977), holds the view that "language is perceived
as a pyramid, the base of which is the sound/symbol
relationships, the capstone of which is meaning" (p. 8).
(See Figure 1.) This is best known as the "sound it out"
and skills-hierarchies model of reading. 1Initial reading
instruction is viewed primarily as decoding skills, sight-
word attainment, then development of structural-analysis
skills (prefixes, suffixes, contractions, compound words),
and, eventually, comprehension of the message (McCraken &
Walcutt, 1963). "Reading means getting meaning from
certain combinations of letters. Teach the child what
each letter stands for and he can read" (Flesch, 1955).
Syntax and meaning are components of the phonics-skills
model, but not the foundation on which the attainment of

reading is based.



42

Meaning

//// Words \\\\
////» Sound/Symbol \\\\

Figure 1: The skills-decoding model of reading.

The skills/decoding model focuses on word decoding,
and its instruction consists of first introducing letters,
then combinations of letters, and then short words that
follow specific sound-letter relationships. Student
material consists of examples of the pattern being taught
and sight words. The emphasis is on the phoneme-grapheme
relationships, with sentences and stories becoming
progressively more complex as students’ ability increases.
Phonics instruction is a part of each reading lesson, and
eventually comprehension is taught in the form of
cause/effect, compare/contrast, and sequence (Matteoni,
Lane, Sucher, & Burns, 1980). This model has also been
called the bottom-up model (Gough, 1976; Laberge &
Samuels, 1976).

One of the major sources of effective reading

techniques is the book Becoming a Natjon of Readers
(Anderson et al., 1985). With regard to phonics, the
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authors stated that "the issue is no longer, as it was
several decades ago, whether children should be taught
phonics. The issues now are specific ones of just how it
should be done" (p. 36).

Another major publication, What Works, Res ou
Teaching and Learning (U.S. Department of Education,
1986), summarizing research on phonics stated that:

Children get a better start in reading if they are

taught phonics. Learning phonics helps them to

understand the relationship between letters and
sounds and to "Break the code" that links the words

they hear with the words they see in print. (p. 21)

Probably the best known work on phonics is that of
Chall (1967, 1983). Chall’s book The Great Debate (1967),
according to Carbo (1988), "has probably been the most
influential book in reading instruction of the past two
decades." After summarizing and evaluating research on
reading, Chall (1983) stated, "A code emphasis tends to
produce better overall reading achievement by the
beginning of fourth grade than a meaning emphasis" (p.
137).

Research by Ohnmacht (1969), Bradley and Bryant
(1983), Stanovich (1986), and Adams (1989) suggested that
the phonemic awareness of children upon entering school
may be the single most powerful determinant of the success
they will experience in learning to read. Adams suggested

that direct instruction in vocabulary, spelling, using

context to infer the meaning of new words, and knowledge
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of word roots and affixes all assist the act of reading.
In addition, recognition of frequent words and spelling
patterns is necessary. Adams stated that, especially for
low-readiness readers, word-analysis skills will be
developed only if they are explicitly taught.

This skills/decoding model sees teachers instructing
children in auditory disc::rimination of sound values at
different positions in words, consonant sounds, and other
skills. This model says that if one learns the pieces,
the whole will come.

Researchers have cautioned educators about the
overuse of the drilling of skills as research results have
shown that some students lose interest in reading and show
no improvement in reading scores (Alderman, 1926; Miles,

1926).

T - age Mode
According to Harste (1977), the language-based model
is always focused on comprehension and

« « o« Views reading as one of four ways in which the
abstract concept of language is realized. This
orientation assumes not only that the systems of
language are shared, but that they are interdependent
and interactive aspects of a process. When aspects
of language are focused upon for instructional
purposes, the sphere is penetrated and all three
systems are extracted simultaneously. (p. 9)

(See Figure 2.)



45

Syntax

Grapheme/Phoneme

Figure 2: The whole-language model of reading.

This model is viewed as an extension of language, in
which readers make use of their background of experiences
in conjunction with their knowledge of language to develop
their own strategies for dealing with print (Moss, 1980).
Learning to read is combining what the child brings from
his/her own background with the print, in order to obtain
meaning. What is being read needs to make sense, and it
needs to sound like language.

According to Fagan (1987), whole -language is a
perception of how language is 1learned. It is an
orientation, a belief system, an attitude, or a
philosophy.

Moss (1980) described the language-based model of

readinc¢ as instructional activities used by teachers that
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do not fragment language into words or letters but keep
the language whole and include such practices as (a)
language-experience stories, (b) reading aloud, (c) using
trade books, and (d) silent reading time.

Goodman (1979) described the major components of
whole-language in his beliefs that:

1. Reading and writing are natural extensions of
oral language development and can be learned.

2. Children begin developing 1literacy before they
enter school.

3. Children learn that print represents meaning in
situational contexts, and they develop an awareness of the
form of print.

Goodman (1968) emphasized those components as the
foundation upon which schools need to focus instruction.
What is happening naturally in the child’s environment
needs to be extended into the schools, with teachers
providing a literate environment using real text.

The characteristics of whole-language instruction,
according to Rich (1986), are that:

1. Reading material has a literature base, is of
interest to students, and builds on their background.

2. Decoding skills are taught or learned within the
text being read and not in isolation, with stories made up
of controlled vocabulary and artificial syntax.

3. Beginning reading a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>